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The purpose of this work is to explore how Luigi Pirandello’s Enrico IV (1922) and
Miguel de Unamuno’s El hermano Juan o el mundo es teatro (1929) utilize metatheatrical
strategies to create plays that constantly question the juxtaposition, and yet the fluidity, of reality
and fiction. Through a similar existential search, which is guided by a Sartrean psychoanalytic
approach, the protagonists endure a transformation that reveals contrasting results: Enrico
remains entrapped in his theatrical portrayal of Henry IV. Conversely, Don Juan frees himself
from societal restraints that had portrayed him as a trickster through centuries of literary
tradition. In these plays, authority becomes an ever-shifting device that persistently moves from
the author, to the characters, and finally to the audience, affecting their own freedom, intended in
the Sartrean sense, and being.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The present work explores the effects of metatheatrical techniques on the perception of
traditionally established constructs such as reality, history, and authority, positing a strong
connection between the philosophies of Luigi Pirandello and Miguel de Unamuno. In their
respective plays Enrico IV (1922) and El hermano Juan o el mundo es teatro (1929), the
protagonists endure a grueling existential search that leads to the questioning of their own
identity and reality, as well as the audience’s.
Between the end of the nineteenth century and the first few decades of the twentieth,
Europe begins to observe the spread of innovative schools of thought that stand out from the
predominant literary and artistic scenario, merging into a more general, non-homogeneous
movement known as the avant-garde. This new art develops unconventional styles and
techniques which challenge the public to question their own ideals and, consequently, the society
they live in. For instance, the eclectic Manifesto Futurista, written by Filippo Tommaso
Marinetti, starts circulating in Italy in 1909, later spreading through the rest of continent until its
arrival in Russia, where it is adapted to the local intellectuals’ ideas. Although a Dadaist
prototype had already been developed before World War I, Hugo Ball reflects upon the new
artistic tendencies in his Manifeste DaDa, published in Zurich in 1916. Finally, André Breton
publishes his first Manifeste du Surréalisme in 1924 that emphasizes the importance of the
1

subconscious, of dreams, and of anything that appears to be illogical. Owing to the plethora of
avant-garde movements, providing an accurate definition and a comprehensive analysis can
become challenging, creating the possibility for animated discussions within intellectual circles.
Authors such as Luigi Pirandello1 and Miguel de Unamuno2 are never officially
considered part of these avant-garde movements, though they share many commonalities with
their key features. One, Italian and mainly known for his brilliant theatrical production and the
other, a prolific Basque novelist, the two authors, who were born only days apart and who died at
a distance of days, demonstrate a shared interest in several fields and subjects, ranging from
history, classical and modern philosophy, politics, theater and more. However, their experimental
metafictional/metatheatrical attempts become the most memorable works of their extensive
production. Without ever coming into contact with each other during most of their lives, the two
authors create works that not only parallel each other stylistically, but that also display thematic

1

Luigi Pirandello (1867-1936) is considered one of the greatest Italian novelists and dramaturgs of the 20th

century. With a significant quantity of short stories (see his Novelle per un anno), novels (see, for instance, his
Il fu Mattia Pascal and Uno, nessuno e centomila) and essays, his most renowned production was theatrical
(see his canonical Così è (se vi pare), Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore, and Enrico IV). He was awarded the
Nobel prize for literature in 1934.
2

Miguel de Unamuno y Jugo (1864-1936) was a Basque novelist, essayist, philosopher, and playwright.

Although his dramatic career was brief (see his El otro and El hermano Juan o el mundo es teatro), he was a
prolific novelist who experimented with existentialism and metafictional techniques (see his canonical Niebla,
Abél Sanchez, Cómo se hace una novela, and San Manuel Bueno, mártir.) He was professor and later rector at
the University of Salamanca.

2

similarities in their search for reality, consciousness, and authority.3 Unamuno himself, in an
article written for La Nación in 1923, admits that he had not heard of Pirandello until the
previous year, but that their similarities in style are astonishing: “Y de hecho, en lo poco que
hasta ahora conozco del escritor siciliano, he visto, como en un espejo, mucho de mis propios
más íntimos procederes y más de una vez me he dicho leyéndole: “lo mismo habría dicho yo!””.4
Despite the evident differences in genre, their experimental tendencies predate the
Theater of the Absurd, with which dramaturgs such as Beckett also uproot “the conventions to
show the absurdity and lack of meaning in modern life.” (Keshavarz 137) The break with
traditional elements of theater observed in Beckett, as well as in Pirandello and Unamuno, lays
the foundations of what will be later defined as metatheater in a collection of essays by Lionel
Abel, providing a more theoretical and complete illustration of this tradition, tracing it back to
dramaturgs such as Calderón and Shakespeare. In his work, he makes a clear distinction between
a play-within-a-play, which is considered a mere device, and a metaplay, which he defines as a
“definite form” (60), a critical procedure. In fact, although Modernist theater already intends to

3

Many critics have observed the similarities in style and ideology between Pirandello and Unamuno. See, for

example, Armin Mobarak’s “Ecos pirandellianos en el pensamiento de Unamuno”, Ana Martínez-Peñuela’s
“Pirandello y Unamuno frente a la locura: ‘Enrique IV’ y ‘El otro’”, and Antonio Rodríguez Celada’s
“Afinidades ideológicas entre Pirandello y Unamuno.”
4

“And so, with the little knowledge I have of the Sicilian writer, I noticed, like in a mirror, many of my own

intimate behaviors, and more than once I told myself while reading him ‘I would have said the same!’” (My
translation).

3

dismantle the fourth wall5 in order to require a greater involvement of the audience (a device), a
metatheatrical play distinguishes itself by emphasizing the artificiality of life through the
theatrical representation (a critical procedure). 6 This new “self-conscious nature” of a play, as
defined by Pérez-Simón, shows life as already theatricalized, blurring the boundaries between
the preconceived notions of reality and fiction, and consequently doubting the traditional
differentiation between life and theater:
The persons appearing on the stage in these plays are there not simply
because they were caught by the playwright in dramatic postures as a
camera might catch them, but because they themselves knew they
were dramatic before the playwright took note of them. What
dramatized them originally? Myth, legend, past literature, they
themselves…unlike figures in tragedy, they are aware of their own
theatricality (Abel 60).

5

The theatrical “fourth wall” is understood as the imaginary space that separates she stage from the audience,

creating a performance in which the actors pretend to be unaware of their audience, which is right in front of
them in reality.
6

In his How the World Became a Stage, Egginton also distinguishes between metatheater and the device of a

‘play within a play’, further differentiating between a theological and a secular reading of the metaphor “the
world is a theater”. According to him, the former version of the metaphor made famous by the Spanish
Calderón presents a play which is observed by a God-like, divine playwright; the latter, which is better
portrayed in Shakespeare’s As You Like It, proposes an uncertain world because of the ever-changing roles we
play in life for different audiences. Due to its inappropriateness to describe the nature of metatheater, he rejects
the theological version.

4

Abel is here capable of highlighting the main element that distances metatheatrical plays from
the earlier Modernist attempts—their characters’ awareness of their own theatricality, and their
ability to “make us feel concerned for characters who tell us frankly they were invented to make
us feel concerned for them” (59). The projection of human consciousness onto these characters is
what constitutes the world, which is itself created by one’s imagination as it is “as real as are our
dreams” (113). Their awareness of being fictional entities within plays, as well as their incredible
resemblance to real-life people intend to create a self-reflective and critical audience, who is then
possibly capable of questioning reality and authority. If the past dramatic figures were originally
defined by myth, past literature, or their historical deeds—such as the first versions of Don Juan
(myth) or the theatricalization of a historical character such as Henry IV (history)— the new
protagonists are, on the contrary, defined by their own understanding of being a fictional entity,
as well as a real, concrete being. In fact, if metatheater blurs the lines between reality and fiction,
then Pirandello’s Enrico IV and Unamuno’s Don Juan are able to further promote the belief that
“the world is a stage.” Such an understanding of the world as already theatricalized, a phrase
which even appears within Unamuno’s title, is essential for the complete destabilization of
logical reasoning,7 not only positing the questioning of the audience’s own reality, but also
granting each spectator a certain degree of authority over what they are experiencing.
Critics have analyzed the works of Pirandello and Unamuno individually and side by side
to highlight their literary and theatrical innovations, including the dissolution of the perception of
traditionally established constructs, the search for identity, and the creation of the character. In

7

Logical reasoning is here intended as the acceptance of a clear distinction between what is commonly

established as reality and what is classified as fictitious.

5

his comparative effort, for instance, Ferraro8 compiles the opinions of past critics who, through a
similar comparative analysis, reach the same conclusion that Pirandello and Unamuno
revolutionize the depiction of consciousness in literature through their respective novels Il fu
Mattia Pascal and Niebla. In a similar manner, although more comparative than critical,
Martínez-Peñuela compares the madness of the main characters in Enrico IV and El Otro,9 while
Mobarak explores the extreme similarities between Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore and Niebla,
briefly mentioning the Pirandellian echos in El hermano Juan’s depiction of reality. 10 Because
of the extensive collection of comparative studies of the works of such authors, generally in
reference to their most-acclaimed and well-known novels and plays, the choice of a supposedly
less metatheatrical Enrico IV and a more obscure El hermano Juan might seem out of the
ordinary. However, when placed side by side, these two plays reveal a clear intent of the authors
to provoke a much more involved participation of the audience, as it endures an existential quest
just as complex as the theatrical protagonists.’
The strategies used to achieve the full involvement of the audience are similar, yet they
produce different paths and results for the protagonists: through a parody of positivist history and
a reality that stretches between disjointed time frames, Enrico becomes the exaggeration of an
already theatricalized character who endures an existential quest, looking for a lost identity that
he might never be able to retrieve. At the end of the play, it will be explored how the audience is
forced to question the stability of reality, time, and history, as well as the possibility that Enrico

8

See his “Luigi Pirandello e Miguel de Unamuno: fra ‘identità’ e ‘creazione del personaggio’.”

9

See “Pirandello y Unamuno frente a la locura: ‘Enrique IV’ y ‘El otro’.”

10

See “Ecos pirandellianos en el pensamiento de Unamuno.”

6

could distance himself from his theatrical portrayal. Although much more obvious in Unamuno’s
last play, Don Juan is aware of being a fictional entity and he confronts other characters within
the play and the author himself in order to establish an identity that he feels his own. In this case,
the audience is presented with a questionable reality from the beginning, having to decide if it is
possible for a fictional entity to become a real, independent being. Not only is the fourth wall
between stage and audience completely abolished, as there is a clear, mutual consciousness of
each other, but the totality of the performance blurs every metaphorical wall that traditional
representations have previously constructed. Collectively, both plays’ spectators are not simply
engaging through the protagonists’ act of rationalizing their existential doubts but they— the
audience— become in fact an integral, crucial part of the play. The deliberate choice of
accepting the fluidity between reality and fiction leads to the realization that the audience
possesses a freedom that a fictitious character could also aspire to achieve, as freedom entails the
ability to make oneself, instead of merely accepting an imposed role. On the other hand, the
audience can also choose not to accept this invitation to become part of the work, escaping the
questioning of their own existence. It thus becomes necessary to recur to an approach that does
not only account for the possible development of a character’s consciousness, but one that can
also determine the audience’s freedom and authority in relation to metatheatrical works such as
the ones examined here.
Hence, I propose to use an approach that, despite its later appearance in the European
philosophical scenario, is capable of defining the stages of transformation that the characters
undergo, and the consequent mirror-effect elicited on the audience. First introduced by the

7

French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre in 1943, Existential Psychoanalysis11 explores
existentialism through a pseudo-psychoanalytic lens, investigating consciousness, freedom, and
existence as a form of being. As stated in the introduction by Rollo May, Sartre sees freedom as
the “central and unique potentiality that constitutes man as a human being,” implying that men
are, indeed, defined by the choices they make. To be more precise, this freedom he discusses is
what is “at the heart of man and which forces human reality to make itself instead of to be” (568),
therefore emphasizing the perpetual need to transform into the ultimate being, what will later be
defined as being-in-itself-for-itself, instead of remaining a stagnant, empty entity. Moreover, he
further clarifies his philosophical position by listing the necessary measures a being must take in
order to maintain or achieve its freedom, one of which being self-temporalization. This
dimension of freedom will become a dominant argument for this work, as it is defined by “being
always at a distance from itself, which means that it can never let itself be determined by its past
to perform this or that particular act” (584). In fact, it is through this lens that metatheatrical
plays such as Enrico IV and El hermano Juan can be understood as not only a display of their
character’s theatricality, but also as the ultimate expression of freedom, intended in the Sartrean
sense, for all characters and the audience. Neither the former nor the latter should remain a dull
being; instead, both are encouraged to reach freedom by not letting their past performances (for
the characters in question) or actions (for the audience) determine their existence.
Through a rigorous investigation of metatheatrical elements, character development, and
transformation of consciousness, the plays Enrico IV and El hermano Juan o el mundo es teatro
will be presented individually and in chronological order. In the conclusion, these works will

11

This is initially part of his Being and Nothingness, but is later published on its own.

8

then be analyzed with a comparative approach, in order to demonstrate how their thematic and
stylistic similarities affect perception and authorship.

9

CHAPTER II
CORROSIVE ART: PIRANDELLO’S ENRICO IV

2.1

Historical factuality and displaced reality in Enrico IV
After the initial fiasco of his Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore, commedia da fare in 1921,

Pirandello directs his attention to a different style and method of representation, which,
according to critics such as Lugnani and Alonge,12 parallels and yet ironically repudiates the
previous: Enrico IV, tragedia in tre atti. The nameless protagonist, who remains known as
Enrico IV for the entirety of the play,13 is a contemporary man whose madness convinces him to
be the 11th century historical figure he impersonated decades earlier during a masquerade.
Following a disastrous fall from his horse, he suffers such serious injuries that he is no longer
capable of distinguishing reality from appearance, which physically and psychologically entraps
him into his portrayal of the German Emperor. His madness continues for twelve years, after
which he consciously pretends to be the historical Henry IV, deceiving the other characters who
are unaware of his regained mental faculties and who continue to support his beliefs. It is not

12

For detailed information on both works, see Alonge’s introduction of Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore e

Enrico IV, Oscar Mondadori, 2017.
13

To maintain a clear distinction between historical and theatrical figure, we will be referring to the play’s

protagonist as Enrico IV and to the real, historical character as Henry IV.

10

until the end, when a doctor suggests the reenactment of the fateful masquerade to trigger
Enrico’s lost identity, that he confesses to have recuperated his senses long before the present
day. First performed in Milan in early 1922, this original play initially resembles a historical
play, which is defined as any dramatic work that represents secular history and ensures the
didactic purpose on matters such as politics, philosophy, ethics and more (J.F.A 536). Moreover,
the chosen subtitle of tragedia in tre atti also suggests a stylistic connection with the wellestablished genre of tragedy, leading generations of critics to draw an evident connection with
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, a play with which Enrico IV shares various motifs and plot-lines.14
To create a play based on historical factuality appears, in accord with Lugnani’s and
Alonge’s theory, to be in complete discordance with the dramaturg’s earlier efforts to disrupt the
duality of reality and fiction in Sei personaggi. However, during an interview published in 1922
in the Italian Il Tempo, Pirandello himself states that Enrico IV is not meant to represent a
historical drama, but rather a “parody” of the subgenre.15 It is, therefore, necessary to define the
concept of parody, as it plays an indispensable role in the understanding of the author’s
intentions to merge diverse literary subgenres such as historical drama, comedy, and tragedy. In

14

Carla Dente underscores the common motifs of vengeance and madness, the use of metatheatricality, and

the excessive final punishment of the protagonists in her “Elusiveness of Revenge and Impossibility of
Tragedy: Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Pirandello’s Enrico IV.” See also Matthew Proser’s “Madness, Revenge,
and the Metaphor of the Theater in Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Pirandello’s Henry IV,” Claudia Corti’s “As
You Disguise Me’: Shakespeare and/in Pirandello,” and Maria Valentini’s Shakespeare e Pirandello.
15

“Ma il mio Enrico IV non è un dramma storico, ne è anzi quasi la parodia!...” (1142). From “Gli scrittori e il

teatro,” published within Saggi e interventi by I Meridiani.

11

his “From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse,” Mikhail Bakhtin provides a distinctive
characterization of parody by identifying the form of the literary work— which constitutes the
parody, in effect— as the object of representation, the “hero of the parody” (51), rather than
simply representing the genre it intends to mimic. This mimicry of an original genre, as he
elucidates, “forces us to experience those sides of the object that are not otherwise included in a
given genre or a given style” (55), transforming what was believed to be straightforward, a “half
of a whole” (58), into linguistic consciousness.16
This linguistic consciousness allows a parodic work to distance itself from the original
work or genre, while simultaneously imitating its basic characteristics, as we can observe in
Enrico IV—a seemingly historical play that shows parallels with non-fictional, historical events,
whose values are exaggerated and, ultimately, critiqued. In a similar manner, although written
through a post-modernist lens, Linda Hutcheon stresses the importance of the critical distance the
parody creates from the mimicked work, allowing “ironic signaling of difference at the very
heart of similarity” (185). She rejects the idea that a parodic work only ridicules the standards in
place, given that such work is also meant to highlight certain ideological differences on which
we are supposed to reflect, leading to the resemblance with the model that Pirandello proposes in
his L’Umorismo.17 In this essay, to be more precise, the playwright shapes his own definition of
parody combining the need to exaggerate the strongest characteristics of a model by inducing a

16

Linguistic consciousness is defined within Bakhtin’s essay as “parodying the direct word, direct style,

exploring its limits, its absurd sides, the face specific to an era” (60), which places itself outside of the direct
word it intends to mimic.
17

From Saggi e interventi, pp. 779-948.

12

laughter that is, however, not entirely jesting. The mockery, here, intends to identify the socalled sentimento del contrario (830), which is the realization that, through irony, there needs to
be a philosophical or existential reflection on the aspects being parodied. The feeling created by
the parody is as cheery as it is reflective, for it displays a negation of the reality in which a
work’s character lives: “Noi abbiamo una rappresentazione comica, ma spira da questa un
sentimento che ci impedisce di ridere o ci turba il riso della comicità rappresentata; ce lo rende
amaro. Attraverso il comico stesso, abbiamo anche qui il sentimento del contrario.”18 (913)
Presented with comical deeds, according to this passage, the audience perceives the opposite
feeling, which is bitterness [amaro], and possibly pain. Bakhtin, Hutcheon, and Pirandello’s
characterization of parody illustrates that such type of work does not only intend to instigate
laughter, but also insinuate the need for a much more complex process of questioning contrasting
ideological points of view. The disturbing sentimento del contrario is the foundation of
Pirandello’s conception of humor [umorismo] and an intrinsic element of his literary production.
Hence, if we follow the bakhtinian dialectic, as well as the Italian’s illuminating essay, Enrico IV
cannot be perceived as an historical drama, as the historical occurrences are not meant to
represent the genre as a whole, but rather they become the object of representation— a parodic,
exaggerated, mirrored image of itself. Historical accuracy, although significant for the purposes
of the theatrical representation and the characters’ developing introspection, is posed as
secondary to the intended contradictory reality portrayed by the protagonist of the play, who is

18

“We have a comical representation, but one which emits a feeling that prevents us from laughing or which

unsettles the laughter produced by the comedy; it makes it painful. Through the comical itself, we are
presented again with the feeling of the contrary” (My translation).

13

the personification of parody itself. Not only is Enrico a parodied and parodying character, but
even his surroundings are constantly being mocked: as early as the first opening scene, the
Emperor’s personal aides/actors realize that Bertoldo, the newest addition to their team, is
dressed in the fashion of the fifteenth century instead of the eleventh century:
BERTOLDO. (che è stato a osservare, tra meravigliato e perplesso,
guardando in giro la sala, e poi guardando il suo abito e quello dei
compagni) Ma scusate…questa sala…questo vestiario…Che Enrico
IV?...Io non mi raccapezzo bene:- è o non è quello di Francia?
A questa domanda, Landolfo, Arialdo e Ordulfo scoppiano a ridere
fragorosamente.19
The actor, perplexed and frustrated about his own confusion, realizes that he has prepared his
historical act for the wrong Henry IV, the one who lived in today’s France during the fifteenth
century. This amusing first scene sets the tone for the rest of the play, which will question
history—to which, for the purpose of this work, we will refer as the linear sequence of events
through time—, reality, and time—to which we will refer as the constructed idea of past, present,
and future.
A few months after his first comments on Enrico IV, the Sicilian writer agrees to another
interview, this time for La Fiaccola, and voices his opinion on the fabricated existence of reality:

19

BERTHOLD. (who has been looking on in amazement, walking round the room, regarding the costumes of

the others). I say…this room…these costumes…Which Henry IV is it? I don’t quite get it. Is he Henry IV of
France or not? (At this Landolph, Harold, and Ordulph, burst out laughing.) (Eric Bentley’s translation, 141)

14

La mia Arte non ha effluvi, la mia è un’Arte amara, corrosiva, contro tutte
quelle incrostazioni formatesi dalle false illusioni. Perché la realtà non
esiste, è un’illusione dello spirito; ognuno di noi la fabbrica da sé la
propria realtà e la impone a coloro che nella vita non sono riusciti a
farsene una.20
His corrosive art, as he defines it himself, aims at the acceptance that existence and reality are a
matter of sheer illusion, purposefully created to provide an alleged structure to the world. We, as
individual beings, are capable of fabricating the illusion of reality by imposing our vision upon
others, completely disregarding how it might affect our surroundings. Following Pirandello’s
enlightening series of interviews about reality, the choice of creating a historical drama seems
rather uncharacteristic, due to the seemingly indissoluble connection between facticity21 and
history. Under a positivist standpoint, in fact, history should be based on rational and justifiable
postulations that record past deeds in an accurate manner— or to the best of the historians’
ability. In the early twentieth century, as Leopold von Ranke had proposed, history has been
assigned a specific task, which is the one of “judging the past, of instructing the present for the

20

“My Art does not necessarily emanate pleasurable feelings, mine is a bitter Art, corrosive, towards all of

those encrustations created by false illusions. For reality does not exist, it is an illusion of the spirit; each one
of us fabricates their own reality and imposes it upon those who were never able to create one in their life.”
(My translation) Extract from “La mia arte non ha effluvi,” (1145) published within Saggi e interventi by I
Meridiani.
21

When using “facticity,” we refer to the general meaning of the word, which is the state or quality of being

factual, to not be confused with Sartre’s existential connotation of the same term.

15

benefit of future ages. To such high offices this work does not aspire: It wants only to show what
actually happened,” (57)22 reinforcing the importance of historical accuracy for present and
future generations. It is exactly from this vision of history that Pirandello intends to create an
alternative and contrasting reality that better represents his beliefs. Not surprisingly, as he
continues his interview with Alberto Magni, he states: “E poiché una realtà comune agli uomini
non esiste, niente è stabile, tutto si può mutare, anche la storia, anche il passato, perché essi
esistono in quanto che noi li pensiamo presentemente”23 (1146). In this passage, he debates the
positivist approach, claiming that history is actually just as inconsistent as the present because it
is dictated by our own action of remembering it and, consequently, modifying it. Nothing is
stable, [niente è stabile] which leads to the destruction of a “common reality” shared by a group
of individual. Even the play’s characters demonstrate a lack of common reality by remembering
the day of the cavalcade according to their own personal understanding of the event. For
instance, nobody but Enrico is aware of Belcredi being the cause of the fall, as well as only few
characters are aware of Matilda and Belcredi’s secret love affair. Consequently, even the
audience, who is forced to focus on the enormous amount of information shared in the first act, is
not able to piece together the memories provided by each character, as Pirandello constantly
poses the idea of a doubtful, distorted vision of history within the play itself. If anything can be
transformed within the Pirandellian sense of reality, then the line between factual history and

22

For a more insightful explanation of Ranke’s vision of history, see his Histories of the Romantic and

Germanic Nations from 1494 to 1514, within Fritz Stern’s The Varieties of History.
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“And since a common reality for men does not exist, nothing is stable, everything can be transformed, even

history, even the past, because they exist within our present action of remembering them.” (My translation)

16

mutable present becomes blurred, questioning the boundaries in place between what was, what
is, and what will be. We, as audience, can no longer perceive time as a linear progression that
moves from past, to present, to future, but instead we ought to assume a disjointed simultaneity
of the three, causing a chronological intertwinement of events that disrupts the aforementioned
“common reality.” The setting itself, in fact, is logically contradictory: a modern (as in built in
the modern time) Italian villa, adorned as if it were frozen in the eleventh century, filled with
modern men acting as if they were also living in that same century, while a modern man, for
whom time has stopped for 20 years, is supposedly convinced to be a Roman Emperor. Events
and people from a far past interact with elements of a more recent past (the day of the
masquerade), as well as with the modern era, in which the play takes place.
It is from this premise that Pirandello develops the complex introspection of the
characters in Enrico IV, which combines past and present deeds through the metaliterary
technique of building a dramatic representation within another one. Such metatheatricality, in
fact, can be observed repeatedly throughout the play, starting from the memories of the
masquerade, when all characters dress up as historical figures (play one), to Enrico’s feigned
madness and his exaggerated, almost obvious acting (play two), to Enrico’s servants who are
always acting inside of the villa (play three) and to the final reenactment of the masquerade,
when, once again, all characters from the protagonist’s past reunite in the attempt to restore his
mental state (play four). It is this last performance within the play that causes the unexpected: the
sudden sight of Matilda’s daughter Frida, who is now portraying the Countess of Tuscany
[Matilde di Canossa]— as her mother did twenty years earlier— sparks a combination of
jealousy and vengeance that leads him to murder Belcredi, the man who always fought to win
Matilde’s affection. The sudden reenactment of the historical masquerade causes Enrico’s
17

memories to interfere with his current portrayal of the Emperor, as if his acting was disrupted by
Frida’s own acting. Within one setting, the audience can observe the constant intertwinement of
past and present by watching multiple plays interact with each other at all times, highlighting the
effects that this simultaneity has on the plot, on the characters, and on the audience’s perception.
For instance, the protagonist’s shared love for Matilde had started long before the masquerade,
leading him to impersonate Enrico IV, in order to be “at her feet,” as she recalls at the beginning
of the first act:
DOTTORE. E lui allora scelse il personaggio di Enrico IV?
DONNA MATILDE. Perché io —indotta nella scelta dal mio nome —
così, senza pensarci più che tanto –dissi che volevo essere la Marchesa
Matilde di Toscana.
DOTTORE. Non… non capisco bene la relazione…
DONNA MATILDE. Eh, sa! Neanch’io da principio, quando mi sentii
rispondere da lui, che sarebbe stato allora ai miei piedi, come a
Canossa, Enrico IV. 24 (113)
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DOCTOR. So he chose the character of Henry IV?

DONNA MATILDA. Because I…thinking of my name, and not giving the choice any importance, said I
would be Marchioness Matilda of Tuscany.
DOCTOR. I…don’t understand the relation between the two.
DONNA MATILDA. Neither did I, to begin with, when he said that in that case he would be at my feet like
Henry IV at Canossa. (Bentley 155)
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During this exchange between Matilde and the doctor, who is attempting to understand why the
nameless protagonist chose to impersonate Henry IV, a historical parallel is created between the
play’s characters and the respective characters they portrayed during the masquerade twenty
years earlier. Matilde, also referred to as the marchioness [la Marchesa] for her high social
status, admits she only chose to impersonate the Countess of Tuscany because she was her
namesake; so, as we can observe, there is no historical cause here, but the contingency of a
shared proper name. On the other hand, the protagonist carefully chose Henry IV, so he could
show his beloved as much devotion as the historical character demonstrated at Canossa [“che
sarebbe stato allora ai miei piedi, come a Canossa, Enrico IV” (113)]. What is peculiar about
this scene is Enrico’s personal decision of romanticizing a historical event that had no
connections with romantic love between the Emperor and Matilda of Tuscany, as we will
explore. Hence, the protagonist’s attempt to modify historical events to better suit his emotional
state becomes another facet of the parody. In the context of the facticity of history and the
existence of a shared reality, he continues to question the stability of time, which paradoxically
appears to be in constant unrest.
The interesting historical allusion refers to 1077, when Emperor Henry IV awaits Pope
Gregory VII’s absolution of his recent excommunication at the gates of Canossa, fortress that
belonged to the papal supporter Matilda of Tuscany. In his comprehensive study of Pope
Gregory VII’s life, H. E. J. Cowdrey remarks the importance of the Countess’ presence during
times of negotiation,25 eventually contributing to the Emperor’s absolution (156). Because there
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Matilda of Tuscany, cousin of the Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV and loyal supporter of Pope Gregory VII,

was hosting the ladder when the former presents himself at the gates of her fortress in Canossa, begging for the
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were no signs of romantic involvement between Henry IV and Matilda of Tuscany, the
Countess’ efforts to assist a political rival—and cousin— in times of need and the Emperor’s
final humbleness are the only possible connections with Pirandello’s choice of historical
characters. As her respective historical character, in fact, la Marchesa is portrayed by the
playwright as an independent, stubborn woman, who enjoys men’s attentions, but does not feel
the need to love any in particular. It is understood in the stage directions that the marchioness,
although widow of a nameless man, still entertains herself with Tito Belcredi but prefers not to
show her feelings publicly, as “quel che Tito Belcredi è poi in fondo per lei, lo sa bene lui solo,
che perciò può ridere, se la sua amica ha bisogno di fingere di non saperlo” (106).26 Her attitude
towards men, especially towards her secret lover, is rather dismissive, despite the numerous
suitors that have presented themselves throughout her life—with Enrico IV being one of such.
As previously mentioned, the protagonist’s choice of impersonating his historical
character appears to be arbitrary, showing, at first glance, little to no points of contact between
the two figures. However, several critics have discussed Pirandello’s reasons for choosing Henry
IV as the main character of his play, rejecting the idea of its contingent selection. In his
insightful study, John Barnes concludes that the historical figure of the Germanic Emperor was
possibly chosen because of the author’s familiarity with romance philology, given the extensive

absolution of his excommunication, which had taken place during the so-called investiture controversy.
According to historians such as Cowdrey, Matilda of Tuscany was present during the negotiations, facilitating
Henry’s absolution to ensure momentary harmony between the Empire and the Papal State.
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“What Tito Belcredi really is for her at bottom, he alone knows; and he is, therefore, entitled to laugh, if his

friend feels the need of pretending not to know.”
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amount of time spent at the University of Bonn. 27 With an entirely different conclusion—and a
more convincing one than the previous— Gian Balsamo claims that the Sicilian writer’s choice
was connected to Mussolini’s recently adopted political agenda, “in whose persona we can detect
all the elements of political ambivalence and duplicity which Pirandello prophetically conflated
in the character of Enrico” (116).28 Despite its well-founded claim and Pirandello’s open
association with the Fascist party,29 Balsamo’s study focuses on the connection between
theatrical Enrico IV and Mussolini, rather than the one between theatrical and historical Enrico
IV, creating a far-fetched parallel between 1921’s Rome and 1077’s Holy Roman Empire.
Although Mussolini’s “delirious, antihistorical strategy of reenactment of the glorious deeds of
the Roman Caesars” is in agreement with Pirandello’s protagonist, it does not seem to show any
grounded connection with the historical Henry IV.
While many critics have agreed that the choice of Enrico IV’s protagonist cannot be
merely whimsical, either a biographical or historicist interpretation, which are both connected
with Pirandello’s personal experience with history, could be adopted as completely or partially
accurate. However, since the play intends to transform itself into a parody of history and its
supposed immutability, we will consider an alternative interpretation that distances itself from
the author’s biographical or historical influences. In fact, in order to follow the playwright’s
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See Barnes’ “Why Henry? Pirandello’s Choice of Historical Identity for the Protagonist of Enrico IV.”
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See Balsamo’s “Pirandello’s Enrico IV: Mussolini as Mask, History as Masquerade.”
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Within Saggi e interventi, see “Richiesta pubblica di iscrizione al partito nazionale fascista” (1249) written

by Pirandello and sent directly to Mussolini and Telesio Interlandi’s explanation of the author’s reasons to
adhere to the political party in “Perchè Pirandello è fascista.” (1250-54)
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conception of time and reality, we will instead utilize an approach that does not follow the
linearity and logical progression of time, but rather one that supports that history, as well as
Enrico IV. Indeed, Pirandello’s protagonists are affected by past and present contingencies that
constantly alter their state. As a consequence, to understand this work’s stance on the issue, it is
necessary to understand how Henry IV and his deeds were perceived by past and present
historians. In his extensive study, Cowdrey continues his description of Henry’s visit to Canossa
as a unique and unprecedented act of penance, which seems to be uncharacteristic at the time of
the event:
[The encounter] was a unique event in that it cannot be fully explained in
terms of current phenomena of eleventh-century life, whether religious or
political; it stands alone in its purpose, character, and results. It was also
complex, in that it brought together and fused into a single whole several
different aspects of contemporary life, both religious and political. (158)
Given the long history of conflicts between the Emperor and the Papal State, waiting at the gates
of Canossa for consecutive days of grueling winter weather showed Herny’s willingness to set
aside his beliefs and atone, ultimately transforming the relationship between the two major
forces. As the passage intends to observe, in fact, Henry’s political and religious efforts allowed
him to be absolved, directly placing him into the position of the penitent, which emphasizes a
sort of humiliation on his part. He opposed the Papal State, therefore he required atonement; this
question of penitence will be reintroduced and discussed further in the next section.
However, in his detailed biography of Henry IV of Germany, I. S. Robinson points out a
contrasting portrayal of the Emperor, juxtaposing the issue of historical veracity versus personal
standpoint: “Henry’s anonymous biographer in the early twelfth century, however, interpreted
22

Canossa as a tactical victory for the king. […] He obtained absolution from the ban and by his
personal intervention he prevented a conference of the pope with his opponents” (163). In his
opinion, through anonymous sources from the era, it is important to mention the opposing view
of the Emperor, as a clever and tactical ruler. What both Cowdrey and Robinson point out is the
ambivalence of Henry’s actions at Canossa, presenting an Emperor who seems as humiliated as
he is cleverly scheming. His questionable—and difficult to interpret— intentions, even under a
historically reliable perspective, make him a valid choice for Pirandello’s production, one in
which history and reality are not set constructs, but rather malleable and unstable ones.
Moreover, such choice strengthens the theatricality of history, as the Italian playwright intends to
suggest, because of the possibility to alter its portrayal though different representations and
points of view. Hence, to display a similarly ambiguous behavior to the one of Henry, the
protagonist enters the stage wearing a robe typical of penitents on top of his royal gown, as the
stage directions indicate towards the end of the first act:
Veste sopra l’abito regale un sajo da penitente, come a Canossa. Ha negli
occhi una fissità spasimosa, che fa spavento; in contrasto con
l’atteggiamento della persona che vuol essere d’umiltà pentita, tanto più
ostentata quanto più sente che immeritato è quell’avvilimento (125). 30
If historical Henry showed contrasting tactical strategy and humility, theatrical Enrico IV also
displays similar, exaggerated qualities, as he carries on his farce for years after having regained
consciousness—tactical strategy—and as he appears to show resentment towards himself for
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“He is wearing a penitent’s sack over his regal habit, as at Canossa. His eyes have a fixed look which is

dreadful to see, and this expression is in strained contrast with the sackcloth” (Bentley 166).
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having wasted most of his life pretending to be someone he is not—humility. Appearance here
has to be highlighted as key element in Pirandello’s sentimento del contrario: Enrico appears to
be humble in front of the other actors, but his “secret” mental clarity surfaces as arrogance.
Through his almost comical, exaggerated gestures and speech, the protagonist induces the
audience to reflect upon and to consider the reasons for his current behavior. In addition to the
strong contrast between his penitent robe and his historical costume, which are worn
simultaneously, the playwright shows in fact an evident, conflicting state of mind for his
protagonist, torn between the kingly hubris his acting requires of him and his remorse of missing
the chance to live his life to the fullest:
Monsignore, la vita! E sono sorprese, quando ve la vedete d’improvviso
consistere davanti così sfuggita da voi; dispetti e ire contro voi stesso; o
rimorsi; anche rimorsi. Ah, se sapeste, io me ne son trovati tanti davanti!
Con una faccia che era la mia stessa, ma così orribile, che non ho potuto
fissarla… 31 (129).
With this intended exaggerated tone, Enrico shares with the other characters and the audience his
missed opportunity of the so-called carpe diem, full of rage [ire] and remorse [rimorsi]. He
confesses having seen his personal regrets wearing his own face, [con una faccia che era la mia
stessa], metaphorically suggesting that he could not bear to see himself in a mirror, only to find a
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“Monsignor, life! And it’s surprising when you see it in front of you, suddenly, slipping away; feelings of

spite and anger towards yourself; or remorse, even that. Ah, if you only knew, I found many right in front of
me! With a face that was my own, but so dreadful that I could not bear to stare at it…” (My translation, as this
passage was omitted in Bentley’s edition).
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conscious, aged version of himself, instead of the historical figure that had become his identity
during his youth. The constant intrusion of past into the present, from his regrets to his
memories, confirms the impossibility for the protagonist to clearly distinguish between his
disjointed identity, which evolves through time and history and never actually confirms who he
is—or he thinks he is.
Although approximately twenty years have passed since the famous fall, Enrico IV
presents himself to others as if nothing had changed, as if he had absorbed his part completely
and never ceased to believe he is, in fact, Henry IV. In the same stage directions that precede his
dramatic entrance, he is “già grigio sul dietro del capo; invece, sulle tempie e sulla fronte, appare
biondo, per via di una tintura quasi puerile, evidentissima” (125),32 highlighting, on the contrary,
the passing of time through the obvious physical features, as well as its resulting impossibility to
portray a younger emperor. Again, Enrico’s attempt to consolidate his past into his present is a
combination of the comical and the philosophical, forcing the audience to question their own
reality and how their beliefs affect such reality. If time— along with the conviction that there is
the possibility for a certain past and future— had “stopped” for him during his madness, it is
evident that, throughout the play, this concept of time is never precise nor definite, as Anne
Paolucci also points out in one of her articles:
Time, in the process, becomes a kaleidoscopic, ever-shifting reality. […]
Time intrudes again and again to disrupt the period piece, the
superimposition of generations is suggested in various ways a number of
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its having been tinted in an evident and puerile fashion” (Bentley 166).
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times, the present becomes a single moment eight hundred years before.
(95)
The intrusion of past deeds to which the critic is referring concerns the constant intertwining of
elements from the eleventh century (historical Henry IV and the staged villa, furnished according
to the theme), elements from the years of the masquerade (portraits of himself and Matilda,
hanging inside Enrico’s villa and the constant memories of the fall), and elements from the
present (Enrico’s regained consciousness, his dyed hair, and the characters’ attempt to help him).
Every aspect of Enrico’s life is a facet of this kaleidoscope, which is therefore seen as a
collection of present and past memories/actions, all fused into one, intertwined reality. The
present time, in which the play takes place, is never just one set moment in time, as characters
and objects repeatedly interfere with it. What is inevitable is exactly the realization of this
constant fluidity between past, present, and future, which can coexist and intertwine to alter the
construct of reality.
At this point in his life, even after having regained consciousness of who he is not, Enrico
still finds himself imprisoned— as in not capable of escaping the reality that he is not the actual
historical character— within a theatrical part that becomes more of a warden than a dungeon. He
has not absorbed the role of Henry as actors do, but rather his historical impersonation has taken
ownership of his life, leaving him with no choice but to continue the acting even during spurs of
sanity. Directing most of his speech to Belcredi, whom he pretends to believe Pietro Damiani,33
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Pietro Damiani was a Catholic theologian and Cardinal who was sent by Pope Alexander II to prevent

Henry IV from repudiating his spouse Berta di Savoia.
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Enrico oscillates between his (historical) lifelong humiliation, mentioning his mother,34
Adalberto,35 Tribur,36 and Goslar,37 and his willful determination to show his character though
the avversa fortuna (126). All the historical figures and events mentioned in this exaggerated,
extravagant speech result sly, almost to the point of parading his historical knowledge, a
suggestion made once again by the stage directions: “Cangia tono improvvisamente e dice come
uno che, in una parentesi di astuzia, si ripassi la parte” (126).38 On the contrary, however, his
display of historical knowledge has to be considered as an intrinsic part of the protagonist’s life,
who feels the constant need to reassure his identity as Henry IV, due to the lack of his own. Once
again, his adapted portrayal reaffirms the theatricality of life and the ever-changing nature of
reality, which can be manipulated to fit one’s beliefs or intentions. His acting is the only
remaining connection to his theatrical character, given that his aged physical appearance and his
regained consciousness are a constant reminder that he is not, indeed, Henry IV. However, he is
interestingly never mentioned as his own person, as separate entity from the imperial figure—no
name, no specific identity, no connection to events previous to the fall from his horse. His past is
not completely erased, as there are unclear, scattered memories through other characters’
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Agnes of Poitou, second wife of Henry III, who acted as regent of the Empire until her son was old enough
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Adalbert of Hamburg, Archbishop who also acted as regent for young Henry IV.
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“Changes tone suddenly and speaks like one who goes over his part in a parenthesis of astuteness” (Bentley

167).
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perspectives, but it is definitely questionable as there are no concrete details about it. The fact
that he remains nameless for the entirety of the play fully supports the idea of a physical and
metaphorical historical imprisonment. Not only is Enrico physically confined within a mansion
that has been furnished and adorned to follow the imperial style of the eleventh century, but he is
also surrounded by actors that play the part of his daily servants, dressed in the fashion of the era.
The only traces that connect him to his past – his life before becoming Henry – are the portraits
of himself and of la Marchesa, as well as their collective memories of the event, leaving Enrico
with the illusory choice between the identity that he has long lost, and the identity from which he
can never distance himself completely. Before revealing his regained consciousness, he solemnly
states that he is, afterall, condemned: “Ebbene, Monsignore, Madonna: la mia vera condanna è
questa – o quella – guardate [indica il suo ritratto alla parete, quasi con paura] di non potermi
più distaccare da quest’opera di magia!” (133).39 The magic work to which he is referring is his
own portrait, frozen at twenty-six years old, serving as a mirror of his identity. He sees himself in
it, but the reflection does not show exactly what he wishes to see, which is the identity he cannot,
in reality, fully recover. This evident existential quest endured by the protagonist will be
addressed in the following section.
As previously explored, a positivist approach to history implies the parallelism with truth
and reality, as what happened in the past should never aspire to be anything other than what it
was. However, as Pirandello himself claimed, men constantly fabricate the illusion of past,
present, and future reality, creating the possibility to change the commonly accepted linear
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“Well, Monsignor, my Lady, my torment is really this: that whether here or there [pointing to his portrait

almost in fear] I can’t free myself from this magic” (Bentley 172).
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course of time, “for the truth does not exist absolutely but merely as the product of the endlessly
varied conceptions that people have of it” (Bishop 12). Such relativity of truth and history affects
Enrico IV’s ever-shifting introspection, turning him into a puppet of his own parodic portrayal of
the Emperor, a character that ceased to be a mere part and that slowly becomes his identity.
Pirandello’s protagonist believes to be capable of choosing his own fate by, first, deciding to
continue the farce, then by communicating he has regained his mental capacities, and finally by
avoiding the consequences of his actions after claiming to be mad once again. Nonetheless, his
freedom from the historical prison is only ephemeral, as he is not capable of truly finding himself
within the role that has imprisoned him through history and time. With this masterpiece, the
Italian playwright successfully parodies positivist history and theater, highlighting the
“theatricality of life” with his exaggeration of the Emperor Henry IV, and through such parody
he subtly instigates the audience to reconsider their own conception of history and reality. At the
end of the play, because he is aware of the consequences that will result from the murder of his
rival Belcredi, Enrico decides to assume his character’s identity as a sort of penitence, as he is no
longer able nor willing to leave Henry behind.
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2.2

Conflicting Identity and Displaced Consciousness
History and time present themselves as constructs that physically entrap the protagonist

of Enrico IV in his portrayal of the eleventh century Holy Roman Emperor. In the previous
section, in fact, it has been discussed that his choice of clothing, his villa– transformed into an
effective stage, – the actors who carry on the daily role of servants, and other characters’
memories collectively contribute to Enrico’s imprisonment. Space and time have been set by his
peers to a specific moment in history, the expedition to Canossa, to match his conviction of being
the historical figure he was portraying the day of the masquerade. Ironically, despite the actors’
effort to reaffirm the idea that Enrico’s life is taking place in a different time frame, past and
present constantly intertwine and create an even more indefinite environment for everyone who
is part of the play. In the opening act, the protagonist does not appear until the end, leaving his
servants and the other characters with the responsibility of introducing Enrico’s madness by
providing their prejudiced assessment of the situation. Their assumption that he is indeed still
mad convinces them to attempt to reverse the shock he experienced the day he became Henry—
an event that metaphorically imprisoned him into somebody else’s consciousness. As the other
characters believe Enrico is indeed entrapped, the setting and the background information
provided also metaphorically entrap the audience within the constructed reality of his madness,
which is as dubious and malleable as the Pirandellian conception of reality.
On the contrary, although at this point it has not yet been confirmed that Enrico is no
longer convinced to be Henry, he later confesses that he feels condemned to forever remain the
historical character from whom he strongly wants to part:
Ebbene, Monsignore, Madonna: la mia vera condanna è questa – o quella
– guardate [indica il suo ritratto alla parete, quasi con paura] di non
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potermi più distaccare da quest’opera di magia! – Sono ora penitente, e
così resto […] dovreste implorarmi questo dal Papa che lo può:
distaccarmi di là [indica di nuovo il ritratto] e farmela vivere tutta, questa
mia povera vita, da cui sono escluso… 40 (133)
This fragment from his lengthy speech at the end of the first act only hints at the protagonist’s
retrieved consciousness because of the implication that his painting, which was made in
celebration of the masquerade twenty years earlier, does not match his physical nor his emotional
identity. He desperately desires to live the miserable life [questa mia povera vita] from which he
has been excluded for so long, highlighting the need to distance himself [distaccarmi di là] from
the constant reminder of having to portray a historical character who has slowly become his own,
personal reality, as he is aware of “having been” 26 years old for so long. A few moments into
the second act, even Matilda seems to agree that there is a slight possibility that Enrico has, in
fact, regained his identity and is now continuing the farce:
Ecco forse! E allora il suo discorso m’è parso pieno, tutto, del rimpianto
della mia e della sua gioventù – per questa cosa orribile che gli è avvenuta,
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almost in fear] I can’t free myself from this magic. I am a penitent now, you see; and I swear to you I shall
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(Bentley 172).
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e che l’ha fermato lì, in quella maschera da cui non si è potuto più
distaccare, e da cui si vuole, si vuole distaccare!41 (139)
The protagonist’s long speech convinces la Marchesa that he has recognized her, and that he is,
therefore, acting like Henry— a mask from which he cannot distance himself despite his every
attempt. Most importantly, she mentions the regret [rimpianto] of their youth, imposing Enrico’s
necessity to rescue his identity as she recalls it. Every instance of Enrico’s lost identity, the one
before his famous fall, is recounted through the eyes of other characters, such as Matilda,
Belcredi, and the late sister (indirectly through Di Nolli, nephew of Enrico), but not once through
his own. In fact, he never shares personal information about his existence prior to the fall, not
even his own name, which obfuscates the audience’s perception of who he might have been
before transforming into Henry. His identity not only resonates as empty to the audience, but
also to himself, questioning how all his distinct personalities—before the fall, after the fall as
Henry, and after the fall, pretending to be Henry— have interacted with each other through the
years.
In order to understand Enrico’s fluctuating identity and its effects on his surroundings, we
will use a Sartrean psychoanalytic approach, as it accounts for his ontological quest by
classifying distinct, yet coexisting, levels of consciousness. First of all, according to Sartre’s
Being and Nothingness, a being-in-itself is a non-conscious being that lacks essence or existence,
incapable of displaying any freedom of choice (800). Consistently throughout the play, Enrico
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“Yes, perhaps…And then his speech seemed to me full of regret for his and my youth—for the horrible

thing that happened to him, that has held him in that disguise from which he has never been able to free
himself, and from which he longs to be free—he said to himself!” (Bentley 176-177).
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shows a lack of essence, which Sartre identifies as what has been, a man’s past. Although other
characters reminisce about the day of the masquerade and share their own, personal memories,
Enrico never provides details concerning his life before he assumed his current identity, creating
a sense of emptiness around his previous identity. The fact that he remains nameless for the
entirety of the play highlights the absence of an identity that is not his historical character’s and
strengthens, at the same time, the chance to superimpose Henry’s identity onto his own—if any.
A being-in-itself, as the French philosopher reveals, is “itself so completely that the perpetual
reflection which constitute the self is dissolved in an identity” (28), as if the self of such being
had to be retrieved from a consciousness, or a lack-thereof, which blurs one’s own existence. To
retrieve such self and consciousness is not a possibility for the being-in-itself until there is a
conscious realization and acceptance of the imminent need of an existential quest. Similarly,
Enrico has lost his own self, the identity that belonged to him before the fall, within the portrayal
of the Roman Emperor, despite the fact that he had regained his mental capacities eight years
before the time in which the play takes place. This fictitious identity is so deep-rooted within
himself that he is no longer capable of distancing himself from it, whether he is aware of not
being Henry IV or he is simply feigning.
Through the long eight years he continues the farce for his sister and his “servants” first,
then later for the rest of the characters, mostly due to habit and frustration rather than real
necessity. He exists as Enrico, an identity to which he is not entirely entitled and which
annihilates the individual he was before the fall, leaving him nameless during the entirety of his
ontological quest. Once la Marchesa, Belcredi, and the rest of the group visit Enrico at his villa,
the protagonist does not show any clear sign of having regained his mental capacities, although
he sporadically leaves clues that suggest the contrary: at the end of the first act, Enrico comments
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on the Marchesa’s hair, stating that “Voi, Madonna, certo non ve li tingete per ingannare gli altri,
né voi; ma solo un poco– poco poco— la vostra imagine davanti allo specchio. Io lo faccio per
ridere. Voi lo fate sul serio” (130). 42 At the time in which the play takes place, la Marchesa is
blonde, although she shares with the audience more than once that she, in her youth, was actually
brown-haired, exactly like her daughter now. Therefore, Enrico’s remark about her dyed hair
[certo non ve li tingete] would only be coherent if he were aware of Matilda’s looks before the
masquerade, subtly suggesting that he is no longer mentally impaired and that he is,
subconsciously, referring to details of which he should have no knowledge. Later in the speech,
he once again hints at his metaphorical imprisonment within the part of Henry IV, complaining
about his exclusion from his own life, because “non si può aver sempre ventisei anni” (133).43
The fact that he feels entrapped in a theatrical role, almost frozen in time at twenty-six years old,
reiterates his regained awareness of not being the person he is portraying.
By end of the first act, despite the few unclear details about Enrico’s actual mental state,
there is no definite identity that he can assume as his own, other than Henry’s. Although all
exaggerated and romanticized, his clothing, his behavior, and his apparent consciousness all
indicate that the self he used to be before the fall is now extremely difficult to retrieve, if not
absolutely impossible. However, this is not the case. It is not until the end of the second act that
his servants and the audience discover the inconceivable truth: Enrico had regained his senses
eight years before, leaving him with the choices of sharing his regained sanity with the world or
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“You, my Lady, certainly don’t dye your hair to deceive the others, nor even yourself; but only to cheat your

own image a little before the looking-glass. I do it for a joke. You do it seriously!” (Bentley, 169-170).
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“A man can’t always be twenty-six” (Bentley 172).
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continuing with his theatrical enactment of Henry IV. By choosing the latter, Enrico abandoned
the possibility of being who he previously was and asserted his identity as the Emperor’s instead.
Once he fully absorbed his “new” identity by claiming it as his own, he confirmed himself to be
a being-in-itself, lacking essence (erased, unclear past) and existence (he remains nameless).
From that moment until now, Enrico has perpetuated the idea of a false identity, claiming to be
someone that, despite his strong efforts, he is not. As a being-in-itself, he is not capable or
willing to make the decision to explore the possibility of distancing himself from the mask he has
been wearing for so long, a mask to which he is now comfortably accustomed.44 This lie he is
telling himself, the one of being someone he is not is what Sartre defines as bad faith:
To be sure, the one who practices bad faith is hiding a displeasing truth or
presenting as truth a pleasing untruth. Bad faith then has in appearance the
structure of falsehood. Only what changes everything is the fact that in
bad faith it is from myself that I am hiding the truth. Thus, the duality of
the deceiver and the deceived does not exist here. (89)
Finally having the certainty that Enrico is, in fact, no longer mad, it becomes more noticeable
that, as Sartre proposes, he is “hiding a displeasing truth”— not being his historical character—
and, at the same time, he is “presenting as truth a pleasing untruth”— being aware and especially
comfortable about lying. While his lie to others is mere falsehood, the lie he tells himself, which
is the actual bad faith, is his conviction of knowing who he is (or who he was before the fall).
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The rhetoric of the mask is one Pirandello’s most acclaimed devices, often utilized to represent the illusory

stability of reality. See his most iconic essay L’Umorismo and his last novel Uno, nessuno e centomila, in
which the main character is the epitome of the effects of an ever-shifting reality.
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One could argue against this claim, unveiling the issue that, if Enrico is pretending to be
Henry and is consciously making such decision every day of his life, then he cannot possibly be
a being-in-itself, which is a being incapable or unwilling to make decisions. However, it has to
be considered that the protagonist no longer shows elements of his previous identity before fully
assuming Henry’s, so he is therefore incapable of making the decision to distance himself from
that portrayal due to the absence of an alternative identity. He is certainly aware of having
assumed a “new” self, but he is most definitely imprisoned within it because it is not clear who
he is, if not the theatrical Henry. After having confessed his secret to his servants, Enrico shares
his frustrations about this uncertainty that surrounds his identity:
Loro sì, tutti i giorni, ogni momento, pretendono che gli altri siano come li
vogliono loro; ma non è mica una sopraffazione, questa! – Che! Che! – È
il loro modo di pensare, il loro modo di vedere, di sentire: ciascuno ha il
suo! […] O almeno, si illudono! Perché poi che riescono a imporre?
Parole! Parole che ciascuno intende e ripete a suo modo (153). 45
The loro [they] to whom he is referring are the other characters, who insist [pretendono] he is the
way they perceive him, which is entirely subjective for each one of them, as previously explored.
They are partly responsible for the creation of Enrico’s identity, as their personal stories are the
only information provided to the audience about his past existence. In this passage, Enrico is
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“Those people expect others to behave as they wish all the time. And, of course, there’s nothing arrogant in

that! Oh, no! Oh, no! It’s merely their way of thinking, of feeling, of seeing. Everybody has his own way of
thinking […] Or at least they suppose they do; because, after all, what do they succeed in imposing on you?
Words, words which anyone can interpret in his own manner!” (Bentley 189-190).
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convinced that other characters cannot superimpose their own view of his identity as they
imagine it. Their beliefs are mere illusions [si illudono] because he feels that they are not as
strong as his desire to be Henry. His bad faith, which is the false belief of knowing who he is (or
who he was), entraps him within a lie from which he cannot escape, as the identity he claims as
his own is the only stability he perceives.
There is, however, the possibility of moving away from bad faith: to make the conscious,
free decision of interrupting the action of lying to oneself, leading to the annihilation of the
being-in-itself, and the transformation into a being-for-itself. In fact, a being-for-itself, as Sartre
defines it, is a being fully capable of making its own decisions, which consciousness “is
conceived as a desire for Being” (800). The for-itself “collects the in-itself without compromising
itself but always remaining an assimilating and creative power. It is the for-itself which absorbs
the in-itself” (137). This process of absorption creates a being defined as the in-itself-for-itself,
which is the ideal state of consciousness. Hence, by applying this transformation of
consciousness to Enrico’s own existential quest, the protagonist would need the desire of being
what he is not—which is the search for an identity that does not equate Henry’s— to free himself
not only from the fictional-historical portrayal of the Emperor, but also from the bad faith in
which he has lived most of his adulthood. To be free, he cannot go back to who he was or who he
thinks he is now. Neither one of such identities produce a real, free being. Enrico’s confession of
his current mental state, which takes place at the end of the second act, is the first step towards
allowing the for-itself to absorb the in-itself, so that he can possess full control over his freedom
of choice, consciousness, and consequently, the environment which surrounds him. Once his
servants are aware of who he is– or rather who they think he is, since neither the characters nor
the audience is ever truly convinced of his identity — the protagonist, simultaneously feeling
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angry, overconfident, and filled with self-pity, questions reality and how people who surround
him perceive it: “Perché guaj, guaj se non vi tenete più forte a ciò che vi par vero oggi, a ciò che
vi parrà vero domani, anche se sia l’opposto di ciò che vi pareva vero jeri! (157).46 This arrogant
display of authority becomes questionable because he himself is unsure of his own reality.
Enrico appears to have found himself after making the decision to inform his servants of his
believed reality, while his identity is actually still defined by other characters’ perception. The
appearance only indicates that he is convinced he can distance himself from Henry and become a
new, “truer” self, but in reality there is no real knowledge of an alternative identity, as it has been
emphasized from the beginning of the play.
As previously explored, reality is constantly questioned throughout the play, emphasizing
the impossibility of creating a communal, shared vision of the world in which the characters, as
well as the modern man, live. At this point of Enrico’s transformation, he appears to have moved
away from bad faith by making the conscious decision of sharing his consciousness with his
servants, consequently reaching the level of consciousness that Sartre defines as being-for-itself.
It seems that the protagonist has finally ended his existential quest by starting to let go of his
historical identity, while in the process of rebuilding the long-lost identity he desperately
believes he needs.
If the audience has not learned anything from Pirandello’s philosophical teachings, the
third act is the epitome of the impossibility to construct a clear, immutable reality for the
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“Because it’s a terrible thing if you don’t hold on to that which seems true to you today—to that which will

seem true to you tomorrow, even if it is the opposite of that which seemed true to you yesterday” (Bentley
193).
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protagonist, who, forced by his servants to share the news of his recovery with the other
characters, openly muses about his madness for the first time in eight years: “Ma io non sono un
pazzo a modo vostro, dottore! Io so bene che quello [indica il Di Nolli] non può essere me,
perché Enrico IV sono io: io, qua, da venti anni, capite? Fisso in questa eternità di maschera!”47
(173). Just when there seems to be closure for Enrico, when he finally shows to have reached the
being-for-itself, the resemblance of Frida to her mother la Marchesa when she was young
interrupts his acting, his own play within the actual play. The sudden shock awakens his anger
and, “ridendo come un pazzo”, he grabs the young woman, claiming that “eri lì un’immagine; ti
hanno fatta persona viva – sei mia! sei mia! mia! di diritto mia!” (174) .48 At the sound of such
words, Belcredi hastens to free Frida and is unexpectedly wounded by Enrico’s sword. With his
last breath, Belcredi states that Enrico cannot be mad any longer. The third and last act of the
play ends with the confirmation that Enrico has, indeed, no escape from his fictional-historical
character, as he decides to live as theatrical Henry forever, according to him:
(rimasto sulla scena tra Landolfo, Arialdo e Ordulfo, con gli occhi
sbarrati, esterrefatto dalla vita della sua stessa finzione che in un
momento lo ha forzato al delitto) Ora sì… per forza…
li chiama attorno a sé, come a ripararsi,
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“But I am not a madman according to your way of thinking, Doctor. I know very well that that man there

[indicates Di Nolli] cannot be me; because I am Henry IV, and have been, these twenty years, cast in this
eternal masquerade” (Bentley 207).
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“It was an image that wavered there and they’ve made you come to life! Oh, mine! You’re mine, mine,

mine, in my own right!” (Bentley 207).
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qua insieme, qua insieme… e per sempre! (175) 49
Astounded [esterrefatto] by his own actions, the protagonist feels that he is now forced to revert
to his initial state, as he is not capable (or willing) to face the consequences of the murder he
committed. When it seems that Enrico has finally discovered how to distance himself from his
personal historical representation of Henry by transforming into a being-for-itself, a moment of
conscious madness reverts this process and compromises his consciousness. When discussing the
transformation into an in-itself-for-itself, Sartre also discloses the possibility that, instead of the
absorption of the in-itself by the for-itself, the opposite can be true:
Here we can see the symbol that abruptly discloses itself: there exists a
poisonous possession; there is a possibility that the in-itself might absorb
the for-itself; that is, that a being might be constituted in a manner just the
reverse of the “in-itself-for-itself,” and that in this new being the in-itself
would draw the for-itself into its contingency, into its indifference, into its
foundationless existence (138).
Enrico’s in-itself, just as the French philosopher meticulously describes, abruptly forces the foritself to be absorbed instead, reverting the process towards freedom of choice, thus drawing him
back into a state of imprisonment. The final “Ora sì… per forza…” highlights that there no
longer is the need for an existential quest, as Enrico himself understands that he is “forced” by
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HENRY IV. [who has remained on the stage between Landolph, Harold and Ordulph, with his eyes almost
starting out of his head, terrified by the life of his own masquerade which has driven him to crime] Now,
yes…we’ll have to [calls his valets around him as if to protect him] here we are…together…for ever!”
(Bentley 208)
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his level of consciousness to regress to a being-in-itself, forever erasing the possibility of finding
an identity outside of Henry’s. The theatrical historical portrayal of the Roman Emperor is now
the only identity Enrico can display, as Pirandello intends to convince the audience.
Reality, identity, time, and history all become questionable within a theatrical character
who is physically and metaphorically entrapped into another theatrical portrayal. Starting from a
convinced, although faulty, consciousness immediately after the fall, Enrico regains his senses
and becomes a being-in-itself, unwilling to make choices that will allow him to move away from
bad faith. Then, once he openly shares that he has, in fact, regained his senses, he starts moving
towards a being-for-itself, creating the possibility to distance himself from the theatrical
historical identity of Henry IV, and therefore searching for his own self. However, as close as he
is to completing the existential quest, he regresses to the state of being-in-itself, entrapping him
once again in a consciousness that does not allow him identity nor freedom of choice.
Paolucci defines Enrico’s constant reversals of identity and his consequent dissolution as
“the most complex and suggestive in the entire Pirandellian repertory” (99), a statement with
which a receptive audience can agree, after being presented with a prime example of the
Pirandellian conception of reality. What remains unanswered at the end of the play is exactly the
role of the audience: it is up to them, in fact, to decide if Enrico will be able to remain Henry, or
if he will later attempt to re-define his identity through another existential quest. According to
the last lines of the play, it appears that there is no possibility for a future that differs from his
current situation, leaving Enrico in a state of being-in-itself. However, if the parody of history
and time is what guides the audience through his vicissitudes, Enrico should then be presented
with the possibility that his past could interfere with his present, as well as with his future again,
constantly altering his own reality. The Italian playwright consciously proposes an open-ended
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drama to challenge his audience to question not only Enrico’s identity, past, and present, but also
their own personal conception of the constructs of existence, truth, time, and history, which he
believes ever-changing and in constant dialogue. If the audience is receptive to Enrico’s giuoco
delle apparenze [“game of appearances”],50 then the question of the theatricality of life becomes
inescapable.
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During an interview for L’Idea Nazionale in 1920, Pirandello refers to reality as il giuoco delle apparenze,

highlighting the impossibility to determine a common reality, as perception is extremely subjective and erratic.
See Saggi e Interventi.
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CHAPTER III
REIMAGINING THE MYTH: UNAMUNO’S EL HERMANO JUAN O EL MUNDO ES
TEATRO

3.1

Historical Representation of Don Juan: El burlador de Sevilla and Don Juan Tenorio
The myth of Don Juan is considered one of the most representative of Golden Age

Spanish literature and, although it rapidly spread through the European continent, it was indeed a
Spanish author who transformed the legend into a canonical masterpiece. Tirso de Molina was
not, however, the only one who readapted the legend of Don Juan. We can find the same
character and a similar storyline in the opera Don Giovanni, 51 and in the plays of the dramaturgs
Antonio de Zamora52 and José Zorrilla. 53 Despite the numerous circulating versions, the
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Don Giovanni is an opera in two acts that plays with the mythic character of Don Juan. Premiered in the late

XVIII century, it displayed music by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Italian libretto by Lorenzo da Ponte.
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Several critics believe Zorrilla owed his success to the work of Zamora. See “El problema de fuentes y

originalidad” in the introduction of Aniano Peña, Don Juan Tenorio. Cátedra, 1998.
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We will not be exploring the history of the myth, as López-Vásquez, Said Armesto, and Weinstein have

already compiled an exhaustive list of works that contributed to the creation of the popularly known character
of Don Juan. See “Mito y leyenda de Don Juan” in López-Vásquez’s introduction of El burlador de Sevilla,
pp. 44-57, La leyenda de Don Juan by Said Armesto, and The metamorphoses of Don Juan by Weistein.
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disposition of the famous trickster remained almost untouched, offering the recurring
representation of a narcissistic, entitled, and avid womanizer. Just like its myth, “Don Juan, con
un inmenso narcisismo trascendente, quería verse en sus víctimas porque no quería morirse
jamás, porque quería quedarse en ellas mientras ellas le soñaban y querían y recordaban…”
(Paulino 31). The question of immortality in this passage is rather metaphorical, as he finds an
alternative way to survive within his victims after his physical death: Don Juan and his perceived
“glory,” in fact, manage to survive in his victims’ memories after his death as well as in the
audience’s, ensuring the perpetuation of the myth even after the disappearance of the physical,
“historical” entity. Theoretically, any literary or theatrical character should gain immortality
once it is shared with a reader/audience and, thanks to its widespread popularity, Don Juan
quickly becomes a symbol of its era through his personality and reckless stunts.
In Unamuno’s El hermano Juan o el mundo es teatro, an older Don Juan finds himself
disappointed with his previous literary lives, of which he is aware, and attempts to rediscover
himself through an existential quest for redemption. Despite some women’s attempts to lead him
back to a sinful, meaningless life, the protagonist rejects their offers and decides to move into a
monastery, where he will hopefully find redemption and, finally, death. During the entirety of the
play, the metatheatricality of Don Juan is reaffirmed by his awareness of being a fictional being,
although he is convinced that he could, indeed, be as real as the audience who is watching him
perform. When Unamuno writes this play around 1929, he chooses to represent a universal
character such as Don Juan because he considers him “the most eminently theatrical character,”
mentioning in the prologue that his inspiration comes, in fact, from the great Don Juan Tenorio:
Porque toda la grandeza ideal, toda la realidad universal y eternal, eso es:
histórica, de Don Juan Tenorio consiste en que es el personaje más
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eminentemente teatral, representativo, histórico, en que está siempre
representado, es decir, representándose sí mismo y no a sus queridas
(866).
As the passage above demonstrates, Unamuno sees the opportunity to highlight the factuality of
the historical myth long imposed by society. At the same time, he also comments about Don
Juan’s own representation of himself, swiftly alluding to his recurring implication that a
character can possibly be in control of its own representation. 54 Don Juan is represented as the
historical myth requires him to be, but at the same time he represents himself in a way that not
many authors have explored before. Here, the words representado (as an object) and
representándose (as a subject) perfectly consolidate Unamuno’s beliefs on the relationship
between history and theater.
Just like the character of Don Juan encompasses both historical and theatrical deeds,55
Unamuno’s play also merges history and fiction, offering a re-visitation of the traditional
trickster placed in a plausible historical setting. Later in the chapter, I will discuss how Unamuno
shapes his main character to show traits that are always ambivalent. For this reason, it is
necessary to consider the construct of reality ex novo. As the author and his character constantly
suggest in the play, reality is no longer defined as concrete existence of an object or being, but
rather existence is defined as the duality of reality and fiction, placing all beings on the same
level. Hence, there is no clear distinction between history and theater, between being a fictional
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See Unamuno’s most renowned metafictional works including Niebla and Cómo se hace una novela.
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The Tenorio’s family is believed to have existed in that era, as well as the king mentioned in the play. For

this reason, the myth of Don Juan plays with historical and fictional facts.
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entity and a concrete, living being, between being a subject (representandose) and being an
object (representado). With the problematization of clear boundaries between opposites,
Unamuno also posits the dilemma of authority, which is now shared between author, character,
and audience, and will be explored in the following sections as well.
A few years after El hermano Juan, Unamuno writes an article entitled “Don Juan
Tenorio” in which he celebrates the everlasting popularity of the character of Don Juan, which
started with the precursors Zorrilla and Tirso de Molina:
Es la celebración del “misterio” de Don Juan Tenorio. En que lo erótico,
lo sexual, si se quiere, no es más que una somera envoltura de lo íntimo de
él. Porque en el Tenorio de Zorrilla, como en el primitivo del teólogo
Tirso de Molina, en el de “si tan largo me lo fiáis”, lo religioso, lo
“misterioso”, sigue siendo lo entreñado, lo que atrae al público (140).
Either version of Don Juan is historically remembered as a strong example of the archetype of
the womanizer and the trickster, which is what the character will always remain for the audience.
As Unamuno complains “el legítimo, el genuino, el castizo Don Juan parece no darse a la caza
de hembras sino para contarlo y para jactarse de ello” (870). If lo erótico and lo sexual are an
integral part of him, then his passions will be continued through centuries of literary
representation with little change. Yet, as observed in the passage above, he believes that the
sexual and the erotic are a mere “wrap.” The audience has enjoyed Don Juan’s various
representations in and outside of Spain. 56 Within this myriad of representations, Unamuno points
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Although we will not discuss all of these works, consider for example Tirso de Molina’s Tan largo me lo

fiáis…? (first version) and El burlador de Sevilla (1616-1630), Pedro Calderón de la Barca’s No hay cosa
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out the possibility of religious redemption, which is the “misterio.” The mystery of the
possibility to change the archetypical Don Juan through religious redemption is what the author
believes to be the reason why the myth has gained such popularity. For Unamuno, the audience
might be accustomed to a certain Don Juan, but looks for a mysterious change in direction,
wondering what it would mean in the character’s life to redeem himself on a personal and
religious level after years of tricks and stunts. Yet, what differs from previous possibilities of
redemption is the need for Unamuno’s Don Juan to achieve it without the mediation of anyone
else. So, for instance, while in Zorrilla we can observe a final redemption, it is one that comes
from the sacrifice of another, Inés, and not from himself.57 Ricardo de la Fuente Ballesteros
attaches the double meaning of religious and artistic to Unamuno’s cited misterio, creating a
strong connection between the importance of theatricality and the ultimate value of theater—
spiritual exploration (61). El público, as it will be explored later, plays an incredibly important
role in the reception of Unamuno’s works, just as important of a part as that of the main
character of the play. Because of the aforementioned possibility for change, it is necessary to
review how such authors have shaped one of the Golden Age’s most revisited folkloric myths, so
that we can better understand how Unamuno transforms his Hermano Juan into an

como callar (1639), Molière’s Dom Juan ou Le Festine de pierre (1665) Antonio de Zamora’s No hay deuda
que no se pague y convidado de piedra (ca. 1714), Giovanni Bertati’s Don Giovanni (1787), E.T.A.
Hoffmann’s Don Juan (1813), Byron’s Don Juan (1821), José Zorrilla’s Don Juan Tenorio (1844), Azorín’s
Don Juan (1922), and Antonio y Manuel Machado’s Don Juan (1927).
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As Inés states at the end of the third act: “La voluntad de Dios es:/ de mi alma con la amargura purifiqué su

alma impura/ y Dios concedió a mi afán/ la salvación de Don Juan” (3780-84), emphasizing her act of
purifying his soul.
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unprecedented version of the legend. With his work, he re-invents the popularly known Don
Juan, ensuring that the new historical identity and humanity developed by the character himself
can continue to survive —as an option to the original myth— within other characters and the
audience.
Among the many circulating versions, two of the most representative dramas that are
worth exploring, as Unamuno himself suggests, are the canonical El burlador de Sevilla,
attributed to Tirso de Molina and written between the first and third decade of the XVII century
and Don Juan Tenorio, written in 1844 by José Zorrilla. As Unamuno breaks with tradition by
conceptualizing the fusion between history and theater, it is important here to show the
traditional representation of Don Juan and how his historical persona is perceived by other
characters within the play and by the audience. In El burlador de Sevilla, the initial scene places
the audience in the middle of Don Juan’s first ruse, when he has a sexual encounter with the
Duchess Isabela and he tricks her so that she believes to have lost her honor to Duke Octavio
instead.58 With his opening line “Duquesa, de nuevo os juro de cumplir el dulce sí,” Don Juan
suggests that he has made the promise to marry her to convince her to give in to his advances, a
scene that will take place with three more women during the play. If the audience has not yet
realized Don Juan’s arrogance as a trickster, his disposition becomes clear once he is found by
his uncle Don Pedro, the Spanish ambassador, and he declares himself to be a man of honor, a
caballero. With the self-important display of his social class and the mention of their family
relationship, Don Juan manages to appeal to his uncle’s mercy and remains unpunished for his
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This scene takes place in the darkness of Duchess Isabela’s chambers, which is the reason why Don Juan is

able to convince her that she has “lost her honor” to the Duke instead.
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crimes, while Don Pedro is forced to lie to the King of Spain about the recent events. Although
his own lines convey a sense of entitlement and arrogance, especially once he asserts his role of
professional trickster in the second act, his nature is also described through the voices of other
characters, who offer contrasting opinions concerning his conduct. For instance, Don Pedro
describes him to the King—without him knowing who this man really is—as a courageous,
heroic man, who escaped justice. This grants him the possibility to continue to roam free.
Interestingly, he later defines his nephew as a “gigante o monstruo” (v. 296), and associates him
with a demon (v. 300-01). This contradictory description, however, does not create a sense of
repudiation of the character of Don Juan, as the audience is constantly reminded throughout the
play of his heroicness— even if faulty:
El autor del texto construye un personaje que por sus acciones motiva en
el proceso de su recepción textual/escénica para el lector/espectador una
actitud de rechazo o de desconfianza que invalida, por falsa, su
representación de Don Juan como “gigante o monstruo” (Francisco Ruiz
Ramón 193).
This idea of monstrosity, to be more precise, attracts and repulses the audience at the
same time, creating conflicting perceptions of the character. In a similar manner, although it
could seem effortless for the audience to see Don Juan for the narcissist he is, the playwright
provides feminine characters who become extremely easy to blame for their gullibility,
causing a slight shift in the perception of the main character while perpetuating patriarchal
values related to gender and society. In fact, the fisherwoman Tisbea is a burladora burlada
(Sánchez 226) who is depicted as Don Juan’s arrogant female counterpart; Aminta is the
typical peasant girl who is too naïve to foresee the trickster’s intentions; Isabela and Doña
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Ana, who are barely characterized, are both fooled by fake lovers. All four victims will
realize by the end of the play that the trickster is indeed “el castigo de las mujeres” (90), as
his servant Catalinón notes. Yet as Trevor J. Dadson also observes: “such is his power that all
appear to succumb before him: the women and all of the men in the play, for he does not just
trick the women” (110). What is indeed interesting about Tirso’s Don Juan is that he is not
only risking his honor by deceiving an innumerable amount of women from different social
classes and backgrounds, but he is also willing to sacrifice his relationships with other men,
as seen in the case of his father, his uncle, and his best friend Marquis de la Mota. As part of
the nature of a trickster, he is only capable of living in the moment, ignoring social, ethical,
and religious norms (Watt 103). His renowned “tan largo me lo fiáis!” in fact, is his way of
rejecting the possibility of a future punishment from society. Moreover, he rejects the
possibility of a divine punishment, which comes unexpectedly at the end with Don Gonzalo
de Ulloa. This last character, who returns from death as a messenger of God, is the one that
finally punishes Don Juan for his crimes, emphasizing that there is no possibility for
redemption as it is too late:
DON JUAN. Deja que llame
quien me confiese y absuelva.
DON GONZALO. No hay lugar; ya acuerdas tarde.
DON JUAN. ¡Que me quemo! ¡Que me abraso!
¡Muerto soy! (Cae muerto) (vv. 2780-84)
At the end of El burlador de Sevilla, as Don Juan dies in flames as a form of divine punishment,
he attempts to redeem himself by begging for absolution. This final action could be interpreted as
a possible repentance, as well as his way to buy more time for himself. Either way, we are not
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focusing on the question of the “fear of God,” since what is important to stress in this work is
Don Juan’s final impossibility to be absolved. Clearly, Tirso does not provide his character with
the opportunity of spiritual redemption, as he is told it is too late to undo his crimes. However,
the remains of the trickster are ordered to be moved to the church of San Francisco in Madrid, so
that his memory can continue to survive. The consequences of his actions do not end with his
death. Throughout the play, he in fact taints the marriages of many and he is constantly depicted
as a heroic character, one “con tan heroica presteza,” (v. 144) who fears nothing and who
portrays a stereotyped idea of masculinity.59 For Unamuno, the image of the “macho” (880) is
the one that the audience will remember, preserving the myth of Don Juan as it is represented in
works such as El burlador de Sevilla and in later debates on the character (880).
With a similar plot and some of the same characters, José Zorrilla’s Don Juan Tenorio is
a romantic version of the myth of Don Juan that is considered one of the most representative of
its era. The first act already provides the audience with an overview of Don Juan’s feats:
countless murders and conquests in the countries today known as Spain, France, and Italy. His
enumeration of the many international stunts is the result of an ongoing competition he had
started with his friend Don Luis Mejía, who also possesses similar aptitudes. Through long
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comes from his “performance of the Feminine” (271), rejecting the idea of a model of pure masculinity
associated with the character. Unamuno is concerned with the problem that Don Juan represents certain
stereotypes of masculinity, “el macho” (880). Indeed, in his prologue, he rejects the idea of “poor masculinity”,
and instead claims: “no representará Don Juan lo…— lo género neutro— lo que precede a la diferenciación de
sexos? […] No ambiguo, ni epiceno, ni común de dos, sino neutron” (881). As it can be observed, for
Unamuno it is not a question of gender, for Don Juan might not possess either.
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monologues, Don Juan’s arrogance reaffirms the archetypical representation of the
overconfident womanizer, who finds pleasure in deceiving as many women as he can encounter:
DON JUAN. Partid los días del año
Entre las que ahí encontráis.
Uno para enamorarlas,
Otro para conseguirlas,
Otro para abandonarlas,
dos para sostituirlas
y una hora para olvidarlas. (32)
The importance of the acceleration of time can be observed in these lines, which results
in a blurring of past, present, and future, in which no victim is different, and his actions repeat
themselves perpetually.60 To prove his talent and superiority, Don Juan decides to seduce Don
Luis Mejía’s own fiancée the day before the wedding by pretending to be his friend. Shortly
after, he also manages to kidnap his promised wife, Doña Inés, against her father’s will, taking
her from the convent where she was raised into his own residence. In the first part of the play,
Zorrilla’s Don Juan shows the same arrogance and tenacity found in Tirso’s version, especially
after proclaiming his love for Inés, but disappearing shortly after having killed her father, Don
Gonzalo de Ulloa and his friend Don Luis. The second part of the play is where a shift in the
storyline can be noticed that differs from what the audience is normally accustomed to
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witnessing in works such as El burlador de Sevilla. In this case, Don Juan is granted the
possibility to redeem himself if he chooses to repent for his sins. As Don Gonzalo comes back
from death in El burlador de Sevilla to share Don Juan’s fate, the same character is used in Don
Juan Tenorio to connect the real world and the afterlife:
En el Comendador de Zorrilla, en cambio, no hay ni una sombra de
venganza. Es sólo la encarnación visible del más allá, el puente entre el
mundo real y el sobrenatural, el mensajero divino. Pero un mensajero que
no viene, como en El burlador, a pronunciar la sentencia de muerte eterna,
sino a propiciar la redención del pecador (María Jesús García Garrosa 52).
Vengeance is what the character Don Gonzalo lacks in Don Juan Tenorio, as he is the one who
states that God himself has sent him to grant Don Juan another day to clear his conscience.
Although the trickster is not yet convinced of the mystical appearance of Don Gonzalo, he is
finally convinced to repent by the shadow of the late Doña Inés, who supposedly made a pact
with God by exchanging her soul for Don Juan’s, as he continues to live while she is in
Purgatory. Moved by her relentless love for him, calling her “Inés de mi corazón” (137) one can
interpret that Don Juan realizes that he is, in fact, also in love with Doña Inés and that he should
atone for his life of sinful adventures. With his final breaths, Don Juan praises God’s clemency
and lets himself die with his lover’s shadow. The patriarchal dynamic and the gender discourse
found in the works of Tirso and Zorrilla are extremely evident, providing solid grounds for a
more in-depth analysis of the representation of gender roles in this era. It is Inés, in fact, who
sacrifices herself for him, stating: “Yo mi alma he dado por ti/ y Dios te otorga por mí” (137),
instead of Don Juan asking for redemption himself. Here is where gender stereotypes become
more evident, showing a woman’s love and devotion as ultimate salvation for a sinful man.
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However, while several works have centered their attention on such topics,61 the issue of
personal redemption—not necessarily related to religious beliefs— has been less explored and
will, therefore, guide this study. As we will see, it is a question of redemption without the need
of a feminine character’s sacrifice which drives Unamuno’s argument in his version of Don Juan.
If Tirso presented the audience with a type of morality that cannot be forgiven—as Don
Juan is the perfect example of a sinful individual—, Zorrilla shows an alternative ending for the
same character, granting him the possibility to be forgiven for his deeds. In his analysis of the
development of the tradition of donjuanism, Antonio de Salgot makes a clear distinction between
the intentions of the two authors: “[Don Juan Tenorio] es una obra que no ha sido pensada, en
cambio es una obra sentida” and further “Zorrilla ha traducido en brillantes, fogosos y sonoros
versos, el sentimiento popular, de la masa, de admiración ante el galanteador y conquistador de
corazones femeninos” (60). Despite the critic’s subtle remarks on patriarchal values as societal
foundation, he notes that what convinced the audience of Don Juan Tenorio’s distinction from
the previous version was the final absolution of his soul, which could not be condemned without
being given any choice. The evolution of the myth from Tirso to Zorrilla is rather noticeable,
shaping the character of Don Juan from an unredeemable devil to a repented man who
supposedly worships God and honors his beloved, although his redemption entirely depends on a
woman’s sacrifice and not on his own. In effect, Zorrilla attempted to modernize his Don Juan

61
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without completely annihilating the traditional traits attached to the previous versions (Leo
Weinstein 123), creating a bridge between Molina’s morally rigid El burlador de Sevilla and the
modern, more self-aware El hermano Juan by Unamuno.
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3.2

Unamuno’s Reimagined Don Juan and the Duality of Existence
After centuries of representations of the myth of Don Juan, with his work, Unamuno

challenges the public with a metatheatrical reconceptualization of the main character, providing a
more pious, repentant, and self-aware portrayal than previous versions. Unamuno’s Don Juan, in
fact, represents everything that the traditional one was not: he is not concerned with sexual
love,62 although he is surrounded by women who offer themselves to him. In the first act, for
instance, Inés constantly reminds him of who he used to be, by implying that he might still love
her: “Pero, Juan, si es que me quieres…” (890) Later in the sixth scene of the same act, Elvira
also attempts to seduce him and to convince him to walk away from this world with her,
suggesting that he should not worry about either future or past: “Sí, conmigo sola y solo… Y no
te desazones ni mires al mañana…[…] Ni al ayer; ni hacia delante ni hacia atrás…” (913)
Whereas Inés simply desires his love and affection, Elvira is the one who suggests that Don Juan
should be fixed in a perpetual present, without possibility for change or for a different future. By
proposing not to worry about time, she indirectly implies that the protagonist’s transformation is
not possible for as long as he continues this life as the Don Juan she has always known. On the
other hand, she also offers him the possibility to be with her for eternity, which does not conform
with his past habit of being a womanizer, and therefore making her offer double-faced.
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he becomes an intermediary for lovers once he settles into a monastery to live out his days as a devoted
Christian. For an in-depth analysis of this concept, see Fajardo’s “El Don Juan de Unamuno: El hermano Juan
o el mundo es teatro.”
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Despite the tempting offers, Don Juan rejects each one of them by the end of the first act.
In the case of Inés, his rejection is as honest as it is clear: “Cásate, pues, ¡cásate con él!; quiérele
como a marido y a mí como a hermano –el hermano Juan—, sé mi hermana de caridad; ten
piedad de mí…” (894) With this statement, Unamuno’s Don Juan proposes a new model for
himself, one in which he is a brother to women, and not their cause of disgrace. When presented
with Elvira’s idea of living together in the present, the protagonist does not openly reject her, but
rather he diverts her by stating that, if there is no possibility for a change, then all he can do is to
remain entrapped within the “tablado” of which he is currently a part (914). Once again, Don
Juan demonstrates the awareness of his own theatricality when he acknowledges he is carrying
on a specific role, the one of Don Juan, in a specific setting, the stage. Until now, he has been
defined by the past lives that are still a part of him, mentioning Don Juan Tenorio during a
conversation with Elvira:
ELVIRA. […] Y dime, prenda, ¿de dónde te vino eso de Don Juan
Tenorio?
[…]
JUAN. Creo en mis otras vidas con toda el alma que me queda de ellas…
ELVIRA. Y Tenorio ¿qué? ¿Cuál su gancho? ¿Puede saberse?
JUAN. Ello lo dice: ¿Tenorio?... ¡tenor! ¡Don de mujeres! (914)
To provide another example, Don Juan Tenorio is mentioned again before the end of the play
when Inés states: “¡Pero si Don Juan Tenorio parece que no fué más que un personaje de teatro!”
(984)
Because of the constant reminder of his “otras vidas” (914) within other plays, in this life
Don Juan is sure he no longer desires to be defined by his past deeds, but rather by a man who
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can achieve redemption through his own actions instead of through a woman’s sacrifice. Other
versions of Don Juan were not concerned with his future, as he himself lived in the present with
his “tan largo me lo fiáis.” Here, on the contrary, the emphasis is exactly on the possibility of a
future, which can be achieved by distancing himself from his past depictions. Even Doña Petra,
the mother of one of the womanizer’s victims, although angry at him for actions which took
place in previous plays and time, states in the second act that “¡No hay plazo que no se cumpla!”
(932), proposing the idea that, indeed, there is a future that contraposes to Don Juan’s “tan largo
me lo fiáis,” whether it be redemption or punishment. Not only is he completely uninterested in
seducing women as his predecessors did, but by rejecting their constant advances he encourages
them to live a Christian life, in the attempt to instill in them the fear of a divine punishment.
Confirming this interpretation, Isasi Angulo asserts: “El hermano Juan vive en el temblor de un
inminente castigo divino. Es él quien pretende infundir en Elvira este temor, y no al revés, como
sucedía en la obra de Tirso” (61). Aware that this castigo will one day come, he overtly begs for
his past deeds as a trickster and a womanizer to be punished: “¡Castígame, he dicho; castígame!
¡Necesito ser humillado!” (897). Don Juan, who calls himself a “pecador,” (964) is looking for a
sort of penance that only a higher power can give him, granting him the possibility to be
remembered as a transformed man, rather than as an eternal sinner. What is most interesting
about his sinful actions is the fact that they can be situated in past representations of himself, in
works such as Tirso de Molina’s and Zorrilla’s, but not in the play of which he is part. The
atonement he hopes to achieve has to do with his past, a past from which he is trying to distance
himself. This act of distancing is, as previously explored, the catalyst for an existential quest that
will lead to freedom, in the Sartrean sense, of the character. Only through self-temporalization,
which is the ability a person has to distance from a past self, will Don Juan achieve his goal of
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becoming who he desires to be. His questioning of God and of his own existence as a fictional
character leads him to search for the meaning of life,63 ironically culminating with his final,
although peaceful, death. During one of his existential reflections, he states: “Creo en mis otras
vidas con toda el alma que me queda de ellas…” (914), reaffirming the level of selfconsciousness that is considered abnormal for a fictional entity, but necessary for his
metatheatricality. In fact, throughout the play, this reinvented Don Juan develops an
understanding of himself and the reality that surrounds him that is typical of metafictional
characters such as Unamuno’s.
By repeatedly showing awareness that each one of his past representations will always
affect the character he is portraying, Don Juan also implies that he will need to “deshacer el que
fuí en mi otra [vida]” (927) in order to become who he really wants to be. This willful search for
redemption is what separates him from Tirso’s and Zorrilla’s versions, creating the antithesis of
the traditional Don Juan while still reutilizing some of the recurring tropes of the myth. This Don
Juan completely reverses the dynamic between men and women while searching for a type of
redemption that solely depends on himself, instead of relying on a woman’s sacrifice (as
represented by Zorrilla). At the end of the first act, Elvira declares: “A mí, a mí, que yo te
ridimiré…”, only to receive Don Juan’s answer concerning a different topic: “Creo en mis otras
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vidas con toda el alma que me queda de ellas…” (914) Hence, even when Elvira claims that she
will be the one redeeming him, as the audience is accustomed to seeing, Don Juan immediately
redirects the conversation towards the theatricality of life, strongly rejecting the option of
redemption through someone else.
His redemption and ability to distance himself from his past portrayals are what he wants
the audience to remember. In fact, Unamuno’s hermano Juan demonstrates the desire to be
remembered by the audience, an element of extreme importance in this play, as well as in the
aforementioned ones.64 It is important to note here that the audience is, in reality, the key to Don
Juan’s legacy. Throughout his play, Unamuno’s characters personally address the audience
several times, concluding with Padre Teófilo’s revealing farewell: “Y ahora, benévolos
representantes del respetable público que hace y deshace leyendas y personajes y comentarios,
¡se acabó la vieja comedia nueva de don Miguel!” (998). These final lines represent the author’s
definition of existence, as it is through the audience that any literary, theatrical, or historical
myth can continue to survive through time and through the audience’s freedom to become a
necessary part of the work.
The concept of existing through the audience has been a fundamental part of any work of
art, whether it be a novel, a play, a painting, or a sculpture. Without a receptive and interested
spectator, in fact, a play like Don Juan would have not continued its theatrical development
through centuries, but would have instead been forgotten long ago. As Sartre discusses in his
What is literature?, it is as much the audience as it is the writer/creator that has authorial power
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over the work of art because “all works of the mind contain within themselves the image of the
reader for whom they are intended” (71). This phenomenon, however, does not imply that the
character’s fate is in the sole hands of the audience. On the contrary, the audience achieves its
freedom by the simple action of questioning their existence, which will affect their perception of
the work as well. Hence, the audience directly affects the results of a work and, consequently, its
future because of its inextricable role within the work itself. During a play such as Don Juan, one
can witness the creation of a strong bond between the audience and the characters, as the former
can identify with the latter or, on the contrary, completely reject their actions and passions. The
emotions and the deep, personal connection created with the main character are necessary for the
audience’s full involvement in the play. Providing them with the possibility to establish an
intimate connection with Don Juan creates a freedom—one which they can also decide to
escape—that is distinctive of each spectator; this freedom will additionally allow the audience to
decide whether Unamuno’s hermano Juan has reached his own personal freedom to move away
from his historical representation by creating a reimagined depiction of himself.65 The
metatheatricality of life is reaffirmed through this constant dialogue between author, character,
and spectator, entities that share equal authorial power as they are all necessary for the final
attainment of a Sartrean freedom. Don Juan is not a mere character who is searching for
existence within a play. Instead, he is the mirror image of an audience who is challenged by the
author to also endure a similar quest.
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Unamuno certainly understands the importance of an audience/reader’s involvement, as
he often addresses it in his works. However, in his essay “A mis lectores,”66 he openly shares his
aversion to the possible decrease in authorial independency, which would lead to the creation of
a work that lacks subjectivity:
Y, sobre todo, amigo, hay una cosa que he odiado toda mi vida y espero
morir odiando, y es el llegar a ser prisionero de mi público, el que sean
mis lectores los que hayan de marcarme el rumbo que debo seguir. No
quiero sacrificar mi independencia, no quiero, sobre todo, hipotecar mi
porvenir. ¿Lo entendéis? No quiero hipotecar mi porvenir. Quiero tenerlo
abierto, libre (988).
As much as he finds the interaction with the public entertaining, he has a strong opinion about
not losing his freedom as a writer, which would cause his metaphorical imprisonment. For these
reasons, his strategy becomes to create a character, el hermano Juan, who is capable of
representing his own understanding of it, while at the same time remaining malleable enough to
provide the audience with the freedom to create their own understanding of the protagonist
himself. Unamuno’s view on authorial freedom is like a mirror: he creates Don Juan— using his
own freedom as a writer— and the audience responds with their understanding of the character—
using their freedom of interpretation—, which may or may not be the exact reflection of the
character that is in front of them. Hence, although only one Don Juan was created by the author,
the interpretations of the same characters might be just as numerous as the people in the
audience.
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If we consider the importance of the audience’s reception of the play, it becomes clear
that Don Juan exists within its audience, as well as within the author who created him. His
existence, and therefore his literary legacy, —of which he is ironically extremely aware—
depends on the author’s ability to create a work that is not only remembered as it is, but also by
creating the possibility of a constant dialogue with the audience. The creation of many different
versions of Don Juan contributes to the density of the character, who is defined by its audience
and author, as well as by other characters within the play. Therefore, his existence is
transcendental, as he is aware of being, just not in the physical sense. It is made clear in El
hermano Juan that existence should not be defined as a physical body made of flesh and bone,
but as any entity capable of living, may it be within fiction or reality.67 Unamuno’s Don Juan
exists and is because he wants to be, as he expresses in the second act’s final monologue:
“¡Vaya, a volver a ser yo mismo! ¡A campear! (paseándose agitado.) ¡Acción, acción, acción!
¡Vida!” (952). In her study on Unamuno’s novelistic existence, Andersen points out that the
author defines a man by his desire to be:
Unamuno [se] pregunta qué es lo más íntimo y real de un hombre, y la
respuesta es: el querer ser. El querer ser es la base de todo ser. […] De este
modo, el querer ser viene a ser el núcleo de la existencia, porque en la
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voluntad habita el áfan de vivir y el afán de vivir y de perdurar es la vida
misma (118).
What is most real about mankind is the desire of being, which is life itself. It is not specified in
this passage, however, if the man in question has to be a real entity or a purely fictional one. For
this reason, existence is possible for a character who desires to be, like hermano Juan wishes to
redefine his existence. Moreover, by desiring to be, he shows a willingness to search for a
redemption that does not depend on other entities, including characters, the author, and even his
audience, which is addressed several times. At the end of the second act, for instance, during his
lengthy monologue Don Juan asks himself: “eres lo del público?” (951) Similarly, at the end of
the third act, Padre Teófilo’s closing lines also address the “benévolos representantes del
respetable público” (998). By ontologically redefining the concept of existence, Unamuno
destabilizes the equilibrium between life and fiction, creating a character that holds just as much
power over its existence as the audience or the author himself. Just like the ideal Sartrean
audience is obliged to create what the author proposes, leading to a shared responsibility for the
work (61), El hermano Juan’s audience also bears the same obligation of “hace[r] y deshace[r]
leyendas y personajes y comentarios” (998).
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3.3

The Existential Quest for a New Self

If Pirandello’s Enrico IV moves slowly towards his self-realization and final decision concerning
his identity, on the contrary, Unamuno’s main character of Don Juan opens the play with a
clouded, yet convincing, idea that he is representing himself as literature has portrayed him for
centuries. Starting from the prologue, which Unamuno himself describes as an epilogue in
disguise, the audience is already presented with a complex ontological issue: “¿Nacen los
hombres –a contar entre éstos a los llamados entes de ficción, personajes de drama, de novela o
de narración histórica—, nacen de las ideas los hombres, o de éstos aquéllas?” (865). Are ideas
created by men—including fictional, historical, and theatrical characters— or the other way
around? Although by the end of the play it is possible to observe the development of Don Juan’s
new identity and his later realization that he might be a fictional entity, as well as a real,
independent being, it becomes evident that the author is also creating a challenge for his
audience that goes beyond the preconceived notion of reality and fiction. The fact that the
prologue’s initial ontological question remains unanswered throughout the play suggests that the
solution, if any, relies on the audience’s interpretation, emphasizing the need to understand the
interdependence of physical and fictional existence.
The presence of a character who is aware of its existence as a fictional entity is a
recurring element in Unamuno’s works, creating a constant dilemma of authorship and free will
that cannot be resolved through logical reasoning. As defined in the previous chapter, “logical
reasoning” is the acceptance of a clear distinction between what is commonly established as
reality and what is classified as fictitious. In fact, to understand Don Juan’s existential evolution
and ideological development we, as an audience, have to consider the possibility that reality lies
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in fiction and vice versa. By accepting this possibility, the members of the audience are forced to
question their own existence along with Don Juan’s, transforming them into an integral part of
the play. Moreover, in his introduction of Existential Psychoanalysis, Rollo May states that
Sartre conceived a similar idea to what Unamuno proposes with his ontological suggestion: “To
my mind this aspect of Sartre’s existentialism is one of his most positive and most important
contributions—the attempt to make contemporary man look for himself again and refuse to be
absorbed in a role on the stage of a puppet theater” (2). The difference between being absorbed
by a theatrical role and becoming an aware part of it can be traced back to Abel’s conception of
the theatricality of life, which is an integral part of any metatheatrical play. It is not passively
that one, becomes part of a work. It is through one’s awareness of life already being
theatricalized that freedom can be achieved. Even characters such as Antonio show the same
self-consciousness and belief that life is a theater, which implies that theater is just as real of a
world: “El teatro es la primera de las verdades…, la más verdadera…, no la que se ve, sino la
que se hace…” (995). Theater, to him, is more truthful than life because it is capable of making
itself, the same way that the Sartrean audience should make itself by moving away from what has
defined it until that moment. As Sartre’s contemporary man is encouraged to seek his own self
without letting society dictate his role, Unamuno’s man, fictional or non-fictional, also presents
the same necessity of freeing himself from societal restraints. Hence, in accordance with this
theory, it becomes relevant to consider Don Juan’s growing realization that he can change his
historical “role” to one that fits his present being as shown in the play.
The entirety of the first two acts is dedicated to the slow consolidation of Don Juan’s
existing feeling of inadequacy during the modern era and to the resulting need to distance
himself from the ideological construct imposed on him for so long. At the beginning of the first
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act, as he is interacting with Inés, 68 he states that he is aware of playing a role in “this theater of
a world,” 69 showing that his existential quest had already started before the beginning of the
play:
JUAN. ¡Sí, representándome! En este teatro del mundo, cada cual nace
condenado a un papel, y hay que llenarlo so pena de vida… Pero mira,
Inés: dejémonos de cavilaciones, y a lo del momento…, a lo que pasa, que
nadie nos quitará lo vivido… Mañana será otro día… (889)
Interestingly, these lines spoken by Don Juan fully encompass his conflicted identity, torn
between his traditional role as a womanizer and the possibility for a different self. Just like
any other character in the play, he fulfills his duty to represent himself – hence, he is
condemned to his own role— while also questioning the possibility for another day, where
he might be granted the chance to redeem himself. From the beginning, Don Juan
demonstrates a level of self-consciousness that only allows him to notice he is, historically
and theatrically, caged in a reality that does not feel to be his own. In fact, to strengthen the
concept of historical imprisonment, the author swiftly presents him as the only character
dressed in the fashion of 1830, as indicated on the initial stage directions: “JUAN, en los
primeros actos, vestido a la moda romántica de 1830, con capa; los demás, al día” (884). The
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clear clash between him and the modern era in which the play takes place is also strongly
reinforced through the use of modern concepts such as “el cine” and “un coro de bailarinas
iluminadas por bengalas eléctricas” (916), as well as English words such as dancing (916),
foot-ball (946), and interviú70 (981).
To understand Don Juan’s existence and his struggle to search for a new identity, we will
use a Sartrean psychoanalytic approach, showing how his ontological quest also destabilizes
authorial power. Although he is aware of his existence as a popularly established character, for
almost the entire duration of the play Don Juan is not capable of distancing himself from what
Sartre defines a being-in-itself, which is a being that lacks existence and freedom of choice
(800).71 When the protagonist presents himself as a being-in-itself, he conforms to the idea of
being a mere character, translating into his impossibility—or apparent impossibility—to alter his
state of subordination to the part he has been assigned. As long as Don Juan limits his identity to
a being-in-itself, he has no choice but to remain trapped in his bad faith, which is described by
Sartre as a lie to oneself about the consciousness of being (157). Don Juan’s “lie” of being in
control of his identity is not a conscious one, given that it would be difficult to deceive himself
with something of which he is not fully aware or has not fully accepted. Hence, as Sartre
describes such behavior, he agrees that “the subject deceives himself about the meaning of his
conduct, he apprehends it in its concrete existence but not in its truth, for lack of being able to
derive it from an original situation” (161). The protagonist’s bad faith will remain for as long as
he is not capable of making his own decisions, to choose his own path for himself. To be able to
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See Sartre’s definition of being-in-itself in his Being and Nothingness.
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move away from bad faith—which in this play corresponds to the illusory impossibility of
detaching himself from the popular view of his own character— there needs to be a conscious
epiphany of his state of being. This would allow him not only to “disconnect” from his author’s
control, but also to develop a new, authentic self that combines his being-in-itself and his beingfor-itself, which is a being conscious of its existence and of its free will to choose for itself.
It is important here to consider the in-itself and the for-itself as degrees of being rather
than independent stages, as one requires the presence of the other and vice versa. In fact, Don
Juan’s final goal is to achieve the in-itself-for-itself, which is “the ideal of a consciousness which
would be the foundation of its own being-in-itself by the pure consciousness which it would take
of itself” (40). The in-itself-for-itself can be identified as a synthetic being capable of reaching
full consciousness, which Sartre also equates to God: “It is this ideal [in-itself-for-itself] which
can be called God. […] To be man means to reach toward being God. Or if you prefer, man
fundamentally is the desire to be God” (41). If Don Juan aspires to become an in-itself-for-itself,
he therefore aspires to be God, a fully-conscious being, capable of making its own decisions.
Reaching this state of being would grant the protagonist the independence he needs from his
author, positioning the two on a similar level of authority. Hence, if his existential quest is
complete at the end of the play, it will be possible to notice how traditional authority is
completely destabilized: first, there is the author’s initial control over the character’s portrayal in
the play; then there is a fully-conscious, God-like (in the Sartrean sense) character who exercises
his own authority over his representation; finally, the audience is also granted a level of control
over the final portrayal of Don Juan, as previously discussed.
To start the transformation process within the main character’s consciousness, there
needs to be a sudden realization of his being. As Stuart Charmé explains, “The resolution of a
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traumatic identity crisis can be the basis of a new ideological synthesis and may provide a
paradigm for others” (562). The trauma caused by the realization that Don Juan needs an
ideological rebirth is the epiphany that the character himself is looking for, trying to transform
into a free, self-aware being. The transformation that the protagonist endures is a complex one,
but not an impossible one. The full transition to self-consciousness culminates with the
questioning of reality and fiction, perpetuating the idea that existence is, after all, the duality of
the two concepts, as theater exists within reality, and vice versa:
JUAN. ¿Hasta…? ¿Existo yo? ¿Existes tú, Inés? ¿Existes fuera del teatro?
¿No te has preguntado nunca esto? ¿Existes fuera de este teatro del mundo
en que representas tu papel como yo el mío? (984).
At the end of the play, before his final death, Don Juan shows his understanding of what it means
to be a character: he is a real being, with a real part within his play. He is fully aware to exist in
his universe as a conscious entity, but he is not yet sure of his existence outside of the theatrical
play, so he encourages other characters like Inés to also question their state of being. The fact
that he is no longer turning women into the object of his desire, but rather attempting to help
them find their own subjectivity within the play suggests that his redemption and transition into
self-consciousness relies on himself alone. As no one else in the play shows signs of conscious
existence outside of their role, Don Juan remains the only character who strives for a redefined
self.
Within the same lines spoken by Don Juan lies an even more complex question: if it were
true that he, as a character, does not exist, then does his author? This additional level of selfconsciousness now presents Don Juan as a thinking and independent entity, who can not only
question his own existence, but also the existence of his creator:
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¿Existe don Miguel de Unamuno? ¿No es todo esto un sueño de niebla?
Sí, hermana, sí, no hay que preguntar si un personaje de leyenda existió,
sino si existe, si obra (984).
Interestingly, Don Juan is quoting Unamuno as well as he is replicating a previous work of his,
Niebla (1914), where the main character endures the same ontological quest and reaches such a
level of self-consciousness that it decides to take its own life, despite the author’s dissent. Thus,
it is not the first time that Unamuno creates a fictional character that rebels against its author and
tries to assert himself as the writer of its own fate. Some critics believe that Unamuno’s
subversion of reality and fiction is a simple literary technique used to affirm his own authority,
erasing the ontological bearing his works possess. In his analysis of Niebla, Álvarez-Castro
perceives the protagonist Augusto as a puppet who is not capable of self-realization:
Por consiguiente, lo que el lector percibe en el capítulo 31 no es la
culminación de un proceso de formación de la identidad en Augusto, sino
en el autor-narrador-personaje Unamuno y por extensión en sí mismo, en
el propio lector (38).
According to his study, the character solely serves the purpose of provoking the involvement of
the audience, as it is the author, after all, who “tiene propósitos calculados de antemano” and
“pretende la monopolización del lector” (Pablo Gil Casado 109). On the contrary, returning to
Unamuno’s play, it is necessary to place it within an extremely specific frame, which is the one
of metatheater. It is not a question of creating the possibility of a character coming to life outside
of the pages of a book, but rather how its existence is meant to mirror the one of the audience,
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which is always uncertain because of the many roles it plays.72 If the main character can achieve
this existential and authorial freedom, then the audience might also be able to endure a similar
quest. Moreover, assuming the position that Augusto and Don Juan are mere characters,
incapable of developing their own consciousness, completely neglects Unamuno’s conception of
existence as the co-existence of fiction and reality. As it has been previously established, it is
fundamental to recur to the author’s notion of existence in order to understand that his
characters’ development is possible within the reality of their world, fictional or not. This is the
turning point of Don Juan’s transition into what Sartre defines as being-for-itself. He is now a
being that has found the answer to his existential inquiry, rejecting the idea that the environment
that surrounds him has full control over his preferred identity. For him to move away from bad
faith and, therefore, to embrace his being-for-itself means that he is now free from the historical
restraints imposed by the peninsular literary tradition.
The importance of Don Juan’s ontological quest affects his being as much as it opens the
possibility to affect the audience’s reaction to such an intricate definition of existence. In fact, if
the protagonist endures his search for a new self, it can be derived that the audience might also
be capable—and should intend—to question their own existence. Throughout the play, the
reader/audience is constantly presented with this issue of authority, challenging the possibility
that a fictional character could gain control over its own representation and identity. Indeed,
towards the end of scene III, act II, Don Juan is entertaining a conversation about the audience’s
power to give him life and, consequently, the stereotypical identity he is struggling to erase:
ANTONIO. Siempre tienes presente al público…
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JUAN. ¡De él vivo! ¡En él vivo!
ANTONIO. Ello te quita naturalidad…
JUAN. Pero me da humanidad (949).
Here, Don Juan recognizes that he would not be able to exist without the audience because “he
lives through and within them,” suggesting that his identity—whether the historical one or the
new one that he is trying to create—is a construct attached to them more than it is to his own
being. When Antonio states that the audience erases Don Juan’s spontaneity, he is suggesting
that the main character’s ability to shape his role might not be entirely up to him, as his desire to
move away from the historical Don Juan might not match the audience’s preconceived
representation of him. If this kind of historical role entraps him at an existential level, on the
other hand, it also grants a level of humanity—intended as the Sartrean freedom— that most
other characters do not seem to show. His humanity, which intrinsically connects with the
audience’s, derives from his efforts to change the historical construct that surrounds him,
transforming himself into a self-determined being, who is capable of independently choosing
how to represent himself. For this reason, as he questions the reality of theater, as well as the
reality of all its related theatrical entities, he also implies that both author and audience play a
crucial role in the reception of the work challenging the traditional idea of authority. Unamuno
himself ends the play granting the audience the possibility of “hace[r] y deshace[r],” (998)
aligning with Sartre’s conception of reciprocated freedom. However, despite the power the
audience already possess, which is the one to attach a constructed, historical identity to a
character, Unamuno’s Don Juan is capable of finally altering the hierarchical structure associated
with the power of authority and authorship. The subversion of reality and fiction, along with
other dualities previously mentioned, completely destabilizes the structure author-character73

audience structure, obfuscating the role and authorial power each one of them holds within the
play. On his death bed, Don Juan—who has now fully transitioned into “hermano Juan”73— in
fact demonstrates a level of fictional independence that separates him from the popularly
accepted representation of himself, creating a reimagined identity that does not match the one
found in the canonical works by Zorrilla and Tirso de Molina. If the traditional Don Juan is a
symbol of a vicious, perverse search for personal enjoyment,74 Unamuno’s hermano Juan
becomes a pious, compassionate, and atoning counterpart who modifies the construct
conventionally associated with the character. The latter will not represent a break from its
literary tradition, as his past deeds (the in-itself) will always remain part of him. By not allowing
his past to define him, which is considered by Sartre as self-temporalization, Don Juan’s
existence as a being-in-itself-for-itself opens the possibility to freedom.
As the authority of a writer has been traditionally unquestionable, it does not seem
feasible for a character, who is a mere abstract creation of someone’s mind, to gain enough
autonomy from its author and from its traditional portrayal. However, a Sartrean existential
psychoanalytic reading of El hermano Juan o el mundo es teatro can invalidate this literary
convention by presenting an unrealistic situation and subsequently transforming it into a
completely plausible one. Knowing that this is one of Unamuno’s creations implies a pact of
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mirrored freedom between the author and the audience, as discussed in What is Literature?, and
the simple action of raising the question of freedom already allows the possibility to create it—
freedom— within the audience. What becomes plausible for the audience is Don Juan’s
development of a new identity that better fits his reinvented self, binding his existence as a
subordinate character (being-in-itself) to his existence as an independent individual with a clear
purpose (being-for-itself), finally reaching a state of in-itself-for-itself. Unamuno’s Don Juan
does not only challenge the figure of the author, but also the construct of identity imposed to a
character by its historical background, its archetypical figure, and its audience’s reception. By
the end of the play, there is conscious awareness that Don Juan has been granted some degree of
authority and freedom, consequently creating the same question of freedom for his audience. In
fact, if the audience accepts Unamuno’s construct of existence by granting Don Juan his freedom
of choice and action, it is also accepting the possibility that the ontological quest is not only
meant for the protagonist, but rather for every entity involved, including the author. The clear
shift from traditional authorship to a shared model of authorship provides the audience with the
possibility to decide to what extent Don Juan has been able to distance himself from the
traditional description of his theatrical persona.75
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION

The purpose of this work was to explore how Pirandello’s Enrico IV and Unamuno’s El
hermano Juan o el mundo es teatro utilize metatheatrical strategies to create plays that constantly
question the juxtaposition, and yet the fluidity, of reality and fiction. Through a similar
existential search, which was guided by a Sartrean psychoanalytic approach, the protagonists
endure a transformation that reveals contrasting results: Enrico remains entrapped in his
theatrical portrayal of Henry IV and Don Juan, on the contrary, frees himself from societal
restraints that had portrayed him as a trickster through centuries of literary tradition. As their
evolution as fictional/real entities has been thoroughly discussed in the previous chapters, I will
now review the two plays under a comparative aspect, in order to highlight the strong similarities
and differences observed at a stylistic, thematic, and structural level, and to establish the
consequent repercussions on freedom and authorial power.
The questioning of reality lays the foundations for most of their arguments, highlighting
constant ideological contradictions— reality vs. fiction, historical facticity vs. theatrical deeds,
linear conception of time vs. disjointed simultaneity— that the audience has to minutely
scrutinize in order to understand more fully. According to Pirandello’s philosophy, reality is a
mere illusion which is constantly created, transformed, and finally imposed onto others around
us. The consequence of fabricating such reality also leads us to question constructs such as time
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and history, which are considered just as malleable as reality itself. His Enrico IV shows from the
opening act that reality is a constructed illusion by proposing a protagonist who, after regaining
his mental capacities, continues the feigned madness by claiming to be the historical Henry IV
(or rather, an exaggerated parody of him), head of the Holy Roman Empire. He is a
contemporary man, who is consciously impersonating, hence theatricalizing, a historical
character while convincing everyone around him that he is, on the contrary, not acting. Past
deeds from the eleventh century, memories from his fall, and current events all intertwine on a
stage that recreates this same disjointed conception of time by displaying medieval décor within
Enrico’s villa. Along with this faulty view of reality, which is being problematized and parodied,
it is noteworthy that historical deeds and time frames consistently interact with each other,
blurring the boundaries between past and present, and consequently affecting our perception of
what we consider fictional and what we believe to be authentic and factual. By presenting a
disjointed conception of time, Pirandello is, at the same time, parodying the veracity of history,
which suggests the interdependence of life (hence time, history, and factuality) and fiction.
Paralleling the Pirandellian nameless protagonist, Unamuno revives a traditional myth of the
Spanish literary scene and transforms it into a modern, adapted version: Don Juan. In his El
hermano Juan o el mundo es teatro, the Basque dramaturg shapes a protagonist who, from the
beginning of the play, is aware of being a fictional character that has been portrayed by many
other authors throughout history, therefore displaying the desire to distance himself from his
traditional portrayal of a sinful, arrogant womanizer. Such an understanding of being part of a
fictional work leads Don Juan and, consequently, the audience to question the preconceived
notions of reality and fiction, given the protagonist’s growing need of establishing himself as a
non-fictional and conscious entity. If a supposedly fictitious character such as Don Juan is
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capable of becoming a real, independent being, then it follows that Unamuno’s conception of
reality is as malleable and questionable as Pirandello’s. Both playwrights incessantly posit the
duality of truth as the coexistence of history, traditionally believed to be factual and accurate
under a positivistic standpoint, and story, a fictional work created for the entertainment of others.
Interestingly, in both Italian and Spanish, the words “history” and “story” are used
interchangeably, for storia in Italian and historia in Spanish can be used to refer to either
meaning, conferring even more validity to their argument. With the terms in place already being
dubious, their linguistic use contributes to the interchangeability of meaning and the consequent
confusion about their individual connotations. The combination of such ambiguous terminology
and the metatheatricality of the plays’ characters provides the insight needed to determine the
fictitious nature of the origin of history, given its easily alterable illustration. Moreover,
according to Sartre, there cannot be freedom if one allows history—or past in general— to
determine the present, as well as the future. Hence, the impossibility to determine the accuracy of
history and of past acts directly relates to the possibility one has to be a free being, as freedom is
generated by the estrangement with history.
Following their conception of reality, Enrico and Don Juan exist as both fictional and real
individuals, with the former transforming from a “real” being (who he was before the
masquerade) to a fictional one (as his portrayal of the historical Henry IV is readapted to his own
perception of it), and the latter moving away from his historical representation by becoming a
“real,” independent being. For Enrico, this process is extremely complex, moving from full
consciousness (before the fall), to unconsciousness (being-in-itself, during his years of madness),
through fake consciousness (moving towards becoming a being-for-itself while in bad faith,
when he is aware of not being Henry IV and continues his farce), to a final consciousness
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(regresses to being-in-itself, stuck in bad faith) which still imprisons him rather than granting
him the identity he had been searching for. If his physical and metaphorical imprisonment within
the historical character’s portrayal is forced on him by his initial madness, by the end of the play
it becomes clear that he is no longer capable of distancing himself from the identity he has
feigned, leaving him with the only choice of “remaining” Henry IV for, as far as the audience
knows, the rest of his life. The “remaining” is actually more complex than it seems, given that
Enrico does not seem capable of distancing himself from his bad faith, which is the lie he is
telling himself about knowing who he is. Similarly, the transition from unconsciousness (beingin-itself) to consciousness (being-in-itself-for-itself), although Don Juan already demonstrates
some degree of awareness in the opening act, is rather difficult for Unamuno’s protagonist, who
endures a seemingly more successful existential quest. In contrast with Enrico’s final
imprisonment, in fact, Don Juan is able to reach full consciousness and is consequently granted
freedom from the historical and literary representation of himself. His search for a more suitable
identity ends with a freedom from societal and authorial restraints that Enrico, however, can
never fully achieve, as he is not capable of distancing himself from his own, questionable past.
This process of self-realization is emphasized by the theatricality of the protagonists, who, aware
of their own state of being, inspire the audience to also endure the same type of existential
investigation.
Although the results of their quests are opposite (Enrico remains imprisoned, Don Juan is
granted freedom), historical imprisonment and the possibility of a fictional character to be
considered as a real entity pose another dilemma shared by both playwrights, which has not yet
been sufficiently analyzed from a comparative standpoint—authority. The relationship between
freedom and authority has been thoroughly discussed in Sartre’s What is Literature?, in which he
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states convincingly that a writer’s attempt to appeal to the reader’s freedom could result in a
collaborative production of the work, meaning that both author and reader, through their own
freedom, share a degree of authority that allows them to create the work itself together. In
addition to the need to appeal to the reader’s freedom, the author also requires a “symmetrical
and inverse appeal,” which can recognize, in return, his/her own creative freedom: “Here there
appears the other dialectical paradox of reading; the more we experience our freedom, the more
we recognize that of the other; the more he demands of us [the author], the more we demand of
him” (51). This necessary relationship between freedom and authority can be undoubtedly
applied to metatheatrical plays, as their aim is to involve the audience on a much deeper level,
which is to incorporate it into the representation. Hence, once the audiences of Enrico IV and El
hermano Juan are presented with the “symmetrical and inverse appeal,” which is the exact effect
of metatheatrical plays, they are granted the authority to recognize a level of freedom of the
author and, I might add, of the characters. If reality and fiction are in constant dialogue with each
other, allowing the involvement of human beings into fictional works, as well as the
transformation of fictional beings into real, existing beings, then it follows that the audience is
not only recognizing the freedom of the author, but it is also recognizing the freedom of any
entity that is part of that work. It is, in fact, up to them to determine the protagonists’ final
freedom or imprisonment, which is contingent upon their own understanding of the world. If
they are receptive to the playwrights’ subtle suggestions about the constant intertwinement of
reality and fiction, then their uncertainty will also lead them to question where authorial power
lies. In Enrico IV, there is no sense of future for the protagonist, and his entire existence is
determined and constantly modified by the perception other characters have of him and, through
them, the audience. The open ending imprisons Enrico within an empty identity, while granting
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the audience the freedom of questioning their own existence, along with the character’s possible
fate. In this case, the audience is granted authority over his identity (as it collects information
about it from other characters’ perspectives) and over his future, which is as questionable as his
present and past. Their authority lies in their own, free decision to alter their preconceived
notions of reality, time, and history in order to confirm or deny the character’s identity. Only
through this reflection, which derives from the playwright’s need to see this “symmetrical and
inverse appeal” might the audience confirm its freedom and possibly require the same reaction
from the characters. In an even stronger metatheatrical attempt, Unamuno’s Don Juan surpasses
his own author’s level of authority by desiring to be more than a mere fictional entity, attaining
the freedom to make his own decisions. At the same time, once the protagonist dies, it is entirely
up to the audience to decide if he has, in fact, been able to distance himself from his traditional
representation by becoming his own, new version of Don Juan, confirming Abel’s conviction
that such characters are “aware of their own theatricality” (135).
With this work, I have not simply explored well-established parallels made between
Pirandello’s and Unamuno’s stylistic and thematic choices, which still echo in contemporary
comparative research. Rather, I have consolidated how the combination of a questionable reality
and an unsettled consciousness affects authorial power and freedom. Through different
approaches within the metatheatrical sphere, these playwrights share their authorial power with
the audience by demanding what Sartre defines as the “symmetrical and inverse appeal.” By
demanding their returned acknowledgement of freedom, they—the audience—might be now
capable of recognizing the freedom of the character, granting them the opportunity to make
themselves as they themselves were also granted the same chance by the author. Both characters
and audience, a connection that is established through the complete dissolution of the construct
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of reality, are guided through an existential quest that should inspire them not to remain mundane
beings who lack existence or essence, but instead to attain freedom.
In conclusion, authority becomes in these plays an ever-shifting device that persistently
moves from the author, to the characters, and finally to the audience, affecting their own freedom
of choice and of being. By writing Enrico IV, Pirandello creates a protagonist, whose identity is
only delineated by other character’s authorial power (as their individual memories do not
necessarily match each other), which directly affects the audience’s perception, and therefore its
authority over Enrico’s freedom, or lack-thereof. Analogously, by writing El hermano Juan,
Unamuno presents a protagonist who attempts to redefine his own identity, undermining its
author’s authorial power, directly posing the question of authority within the audience, which is
now prompted to doubt their own existence as well as the character’s.
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